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Scoop.co.nz

World Must Save Environment Or Face Poverty

Tuesday, 11 October 2005, 9:22 am

World Must Hurry To Save Environment Or Face Global Poverty, UN Official Warns

With some 60 per cent of the planet's ecosystem services currently being degraded by human activities, the global community must take speedy action or else face a future of 6 billion people “scratching around trying to survive,” the head of the United Nations environmental agency said today.

“In the end we are all facing poverty if we fail to address environmental decline, if we fail to reinvest in nature’s capital,” UN Environment Programme (UNEP) Executive Director Klaus Toepfer told the opening session a three-day brainstorming seminar at the London School of Economics on how to mainstream environment in pro-poor development strategies.

“You cannot continue to drive a car if all you do is put petrol in the tank,” he warned. “It needs servicing, parts require replacing and we must pay for the roads and infrastructure on which it runs. In reality, nature is even more complicated.

“By continually depleting and damaging it and without investment in the running, maintenance and management costs, the Earth’s life support can suddenly and abruptly fade or switch to become less productive and unpredictable.

“I believe we are slowly winning this political and economic argument but not fast enough. So we must hurry up, otherwise all 6 billion of us will eventually be scratching around trying to survive,” he added.

The 10-12 October seminar has brought together some of the finest minds in environmental economics as well as senior figures from the environmental and intergovernmental fields. They are discussing multilateral agreements governing such environmental concerns as biological diversity, migratory species and the global climate.

These treaties could go a long way towards helping refine ecosystem valuations and to improve cost-benefit analysis of targeted investments in degraded ecosystems to boost political and financial support for this nature-based approach.

One of the primary aims is to see how pro-poor markets can be created to generate income for those in desperate need while conserving the life-support systems upon which they and the rest of the world depends.
_____________________________________________________________________________
Harold Doan & Associates

''Natural Accounting'' Essential for Poverty Reduction

oct. 10 2005

Press Release - UNEP

Poverty will only be made history when nature’s capital is factored into national profit and loss books, one of the world’s leading economists will assert today.

Key to this is creating markets that give real and long lasting value to the goods and services nature provides.

Traditional measures such as gross domestic product (GDP) are short changing current and future generations, says Professor Sir Partha Dasgupta of Cambridge University.

This is because they fail to value the goods and services generated by the natural world and instead treat them as free to use and limitless in their abundance and ability withstand damage and decay.

Such services include the carbon soaking power of forests, the fisheries and coastal defense activities of coral reefs, the pollution filtering-potential of wetlands and the nutrient recycling processes of the earth’s soils.

Currently countries that fell their forests for timber exports, dynamite reefs for fish, pollute their land for intensive agriculture and contaminate their waterways with farm and factory run off can appear to be getting richer in the short term.

In reality, they are likely to be sliding into poverty or, at the very best, treading water, because they are plundering their natural capital—a key pillar of medium and long term wealth.

“Take the Indian sub-continent as an example. On the basis of traditional measures, like GDP, the region has been getting richer since the 1970s but in reality wealth per capita has actually declined. This is because, relative to population growth, investments in manufactured capital, knowledge, skills and health, and improvements in institutions were not sufficient to compensate for the depreciation of natural capital,” said Professor Das Gupta.

This has alarming consequences for not only this but the next generation who stand to inherit a planet with insufficient clean and functioning ‘ecosystems’ to sustain their basic needs let lone their hopes and aspirations.

“Poverty will only be made history when nature enters economic calculations in the same way as do buildings, machines, roads and for example software. It is a particular catastrophe for the very poor,” said Professor Das Gupta.

“As countries mine their natural wealth to fuel economic activity, the poorest of the poor lose their very life support systems. If fish disappears from a rich country’s supermarket shelves shoppers can substitute this loss of protein by buying another form for example pork, beef or soya. Poor people, depending on the natural resources around them, do not have this luxury, do not have this kind of choice,” said Professor Das Gupta.

Klaus Toepfer, Executive Director of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) which is running a two day brainstorming at the London School of Economics on how to mainstream environment in pro poor development strategies, said: “In the end we are all facing poverty if we fail to address environmental decline, if we fail to reinvest in nature’s capital. You cannot continue to drive a car if all you do is put petrol in the tank. It needs servicing, parts require replacing and we must pay for the roads and infrastructure on which it runs”.

“In reality, nature is even more complicated. By continually depleting and damaging it and without investment in the running, maintenance and management costs, the Earth’s life support can suddenly and abruptly fade or switch to become less productive and unpredictable. I believe we are slowly winning this political and economic argument but not fast enough. So we must hurry up otherwise all six billion of us will eventually be scratching around trying to survive,” he added.

Mr Toepfer said this was given fresh urgency by the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, the work of over 1,300 experts.

According to the assessment, some 60 per cent of the planet's ecosystem services are currently being degraded by human activities.

This week’s two day brainstorming, running from 10 to 12 October, has brought together some of the finest minds in environmental economics as well as senior figures from the environmental and intergovernmental fields.

It is hoped to engage the so called Multilateral Environmental Agreements, covering areas like biological diversity, migratory species and climate.

These treaties could go a long way towards helping refine ecosystem valuations and to improve cost benefit analysis of targeted investments in degraded ecosystems to boost political and financial support for this nature-based approach.

One of the primary aims is to see how pro-poor markets can be created that generate income for those in desperate need while conserving the life support systems upon which they and the rest of the world depend.

Currently, most of the good and services provided by ecosystems have little or no market value despite their importance in the economic lives of communities, nations and the globe.

It has been calculated that tropical forests are worth some $60 billion a year as a result of their carbon removal activities alone which are helping in the fight against global warming.

But these forests, found in countries like the Democratic Republic of Congo or Indonesia, are only valued as timber resources rather than for their even more valuable carbon sequestration services.

Thus governments and local people have less incentive to conserve them and more incentive to cut them down.

Mr Toepfer said the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment and other reports released during the year have made compelling economic cases for conserving ecosystems and for carrying out targeted investments in restoring degraded ones.

Valuing Natural Capital and Ecosystems

New figures show that an intact wetland in Canada is worth $6,000 a hectare versus $2,000 a hectare for one cleared for intensive agriculture.

Intact tropical mangroves, coastal ecosystems that are nurseries for fish, natural pollution filters and coastal defenses, are worth around $1,000 a hectare. Cleared for shrimp farms, the value falls to around $200 a hectare.

The Assessment also puts a value on peat bogs and marshlands. It estimates that the Muthurajawela Marsh, a more than 3,000 hectare coastal bog in Sri Lanka, is worth an estimated $5 million a year as a result of services such as local flood control.

Losses as a result of damage by alien invasive species in the Cape Floral region of South Africa is calculated at around $2,000 a hectare.

The annual recreational value of coral reefs in the six Marine Management Areas of the Hawaiian islands ranges from $300,000 to tens of millions of dollars a year.

Studies from Algeria, Italy, Portugal, Syria and Tunisia also point to the value of intact forests.

These estimate that the value of the timber and fuel-wood from a forest is worth less than a third when compared with the value of their services such as water-shed protection and recreation to the absorption of pollutants like greenhouse gases.

The burning of 10 million hectares of Indonesia's forests in the late 1990s cost an estimated $9 billion as a result of factors including increased health care and tourism losses.

There are also new findings on the link between the spread of disease and environmental destruction. The provision of treated bed nets, the better availability of low cost anti-malarial drugs and the development of vaccines are crucial but so are healthy ecosystems.

Studies in the Amazon by researchers at Johns Hopkins University in the United States have concluded that for every one per cent increase in deforestation, there is an eight per cent increase in the number of malaria-carrying mosquitoes.

This has implications for human health but also to economic development. It is calculated that Africa's Gross National Product (GNP) in 2000 could have been 25 per cent or $100 billion higher if malaria had been eradicated 35 years ago.

Investing in Ecosystems to Meet the Millennium Development Goals on Poverty, Health, Women and Water

Research indicates that investing in nature can provide an excellent rate of return and help meet the internationally agreed development goals.

Every dollar invested in fighting land degradation and desertification may conservatively generate over three dollars in economic benefits helping to fight poverty among the millions living on fragile lands.

Money could be spent on such traditional and soil conserving features like terracing.

Meanwhile every dollar spent on delivering clean water and sanitation is likely to give impressive rates of return of up to $14. It indicates that in some cases the income of the very poor could be boosted fourteen fold.

Here the economic benefits arise from areas including reduced health care costs, increased productivity because of workers spending less time searching for water and improved school attendance.

Conservation of habitats and ecosystems are also cost effective when compared with the short term profits from environmentally damaging activities such as dynamite fishing, mining and sedimentation as a result of deforestation in the interior.

A study of coral reefs in the Caribbean indicates that sustainable harvesting of coral fish for food and industries such as the pet and aquaria trade may be worth $300 million a year, coral-based tourism just over $2 billion annually and shoreline protection from reefs up to $2.2 billion a year.

However, these economic benefits are threatened by damage and degradation amounting to between $350 million and $870 million a year. Overall for every dollar invested in coral reef conservation economic returns will total up to $5.

Meanwhile the carbon storage or “sequestration” potential of forests ranges between $360 and $2,200 per hectare which makes them worth far more than if they are converted to grazing or cropland.

Indeed once carbon reaches over $30 a ton it becomes far more cost effective to conserve forests than to clear them.

Natural capital also serves as back up against calamities such as droughts or crop failures. Studies from Brazil show that farmers in the Amazon’s Tapajos National Park turn to forests products such as nuts and berries when crop yields tumble.

In other words, the forest acts as a kind of nature-based insurance policy for those denied access to formal insurance and financial markets.
_____________________________________________________________________________
Reuters

Six-nation climate change meeting likely delayed

11 Oct 2005 03:59:35 GMT

CANBERRA, Oct 11 (Reuters) - A six-nation meeting to combat global warming is unlikely to be held in November as planned and Australia is aiming to host the talks at the end of this year or early 2006, Industry Minister Ian Macfarlane said on Tuesday.

The Asia Pacific Partnership on Clean Development and Climate between Australia, the United States, Japan, India, South Korea and China was unveiled in July with an aim to cut greenhouse gas emissions by developing energy technology.

Officials in Canberra said the talks were due to be held in November, but attempts to coordinate foreign, environment and energy ministers from the six nations to attend the meeting in the southern Australian city of Adelaide had proved difficult.

"I wouldn't be expecting it in November, it will be late this year or early next year," Macfarlane told reporters. "We have to fit in with five other governments and obviously it's important that the date suits as many as those as possible."

Macfarlane, Foreign Minister Alexander Downer and Environment Minister Ian Campbell will meet shortly to draft a programme for the meeting of the partnership, which grew from a brainstorming meeting of 20 countries on climate change in Britain at the start of the year.

According to figures to be released by the partnership, the six founding partners of the new pact account for 45 percent of the world's population, 48 percent of the world's greenhouse gas emissions and 48 percent of the world's energy consumption.

The pact, dubbed "beyond Kyoto", has been described as complimentary to the Kyoto Protocol on greenhouse gas emissions that the United States and Australia have refused to ratify.

Both nations say Kyoto could threaten economic growth and that excluding large developing nations such as China and India from meeting emissions targets didn't make sense.

Officials from 150 nations meet in Canada next month to discuss how to take the Kyoto pact beyond 2012, when its first phase ends.

The pact, which came into force this year, obliges only developed nations to meet emissions targets while developing nations, including big polluters China and India, are excluded until at least 2012.

Asia-Pacific partnership pact members say cleaner technology is a better way to curb emissions of carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases that many scientists blame for rising global temperatures.
_____________________________________________________________________________
Pensa Latina

Necesarias acciones urgentes para detener degradación ecosistemas

Naciones Unidas, 10 oct (PL) El Programa de Naciones Unidas para el Medio Ambiente (PNUMA), exhortó hoy a la comunidad internacional a adoptar rápidas acciones que frenen la degradación de los ecosistemas.

En una alerta sobre lo que sucederá si no se detiene el deterioro de los ecosistemas, el 60 por ciento de los cuales ya está afectado por la actividad humana, el director ejecutivo del PNUMA, Klaus Toepfer, precisó que el futuro de la humanidad es el de la pobreza.

Al inaugurar un seminario en Londres que pretende intercambiar impresiones sobre la situación del medio ambiente, Toepfer dijo que "al final todos enfrentaremos la pobreza si fracasamos en enfrentar la declinación medioambiental".

Como ejemplo dijo que "es imposible manejar un auto si uno se limita a ponerle combustible, porque necesita servicios de mantenimiento, reemplazar piezas y pagar por las carreteras y la infraestructura para que se pueda trasladar".

En realidad, la naturaleza es mucho más complicada, expresó.

Explicó que "con los continuados agotamiento y daños y sin inversiones, mantenimiento y costos de dirección, el apoyo a la vida de la Tierra puede terminar de pronto y de forma abrupta o cambiarse para convertirse en menos productiva e impredecible".

En su opinión, lentamente se va ganando el argumento político y económico, pero no lo suficientemente rápido.

"Debemos apurarnos, porque si no los seis mil millones de la tierra podríamos eventualmente encontrarnos arañando la tierra para tratar de sobrevivir", subrayó el director ejecutivo del PNUMA.

Este seminario, que tiene como sede la Escuela de Economía de Londres, reúne a las más brillantes mentes del mundo en economía medioambiental, así como a relevantes figuras especializadas y del sector gubernamental.

Los temas a debate, según se informó, giran alrededor de acuerdos multilaterales de gobierno que tengan en consideración la preocupación ambiental, la diversidad biológica, la migración de especies y el clima global.

arc/ir
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BBC

Crichton's conspiracy theory

A POINT OF VIEW

By Harold Evans

Icecaps are melting

In his weekly opinion column, Harold Evans takes issue with Michael Crichton's latest thriller, in which global warming is the work of mad eco-scientists.

Do you ever read that line on an early page of a novel: "Any connection between the characters and events herein portrayed, and real people, is purely coincidental."

In Michael Crichton's State of Fear, I'd say the connection was purely intentional. It's about the kind of hurricanes, floods, tsunamis and tornadoes we've been experiencing. Crichton's trade is to bring pleasurable terror to millions by spinning tales of science gone amok - as in Jurassic Park and the Andromeda Strain.

In this new bestseller those hurricanes etc aren't natural disasters at all. They are the creations of global warming activists - eco-maniacs desperate to publicise the case for controlling emissions of carbon dioxide. To make sure you get his point, Crichton adds a 32-page footnote documenting his own conviction that global warming is an unscientific scare.

What about the contrary worldwide consensus of scientists that global warming is a man-made disaster in the making? Crichton's answer: "If it's consensus, it isn't science. If it's science, it isn't consensus." As I suppose in the old consensus that the earth is flat.

Crichton's is not actually a thesis that the displaced folks in Louisiana and Texas can concentrate on at the moment in the wake of Katrina and Rita. Yet for his polemic on global warming, Crichton has become something of a hero to the groups fighting hard to stop anything like the Kyoto treaty.

Michael Crichton: 'Something of a hero'

The well-endowed think tank, the American Enterprise Institute for Public Policy, honoured Crichton with an invitation to Washington to address its members - not on the novel, but on science policy in the 21st Century. The point of that was to embrace Crichton's attack on what he calls the pseudo-science of global warming. It's not easy to embrace Crichton himself; he is an intimidating 6ft 9 inches.

BBC NEWS: AUDIO

Hear A Point of View in the BBC Radio Player

The sceptics on global warming needed this kind of reinforcement. They have mostly been keeping quiet after the ferocity of Katrina and Rita, widely blamed in the press on the unusually hot waters of the Gulf. Al Gore, in a rousing "action now" speech that impressed business leaders at the Clinton summit in New York recently, pointed out that since the 1970s, hurricanes both in the Atlantic and Pacific have increased in intensity by about 50%.

'Great hoax'?

It is quite significant that while President Bush has been active on hurricane relief, he has not reiterated his well-aired doubts about whether global warming is a real threat or a scare. Nor have we heard much from the Republican chairman of the Senate Environment Committee.

Senator James Inhofe's previous best effort was this: "With all of the hysteria, all of the fear, all of the phoney science, could it be that man-made global warming is the greatest hoax ever perpetrated on the American people? It sure sounds like it."

Hurricanes are now more intense

The senator did not explain quite how 2,000 top scientists in 100 countries could have been persuaded in 2004 to produce a rare consensus that gas emissions left unchecked will produce a series of catastrophes. Nor is he likely to try and explain in the post-Katrina atmosphere.

The conspiracy Crichton outlined in his novel might seem tailor-made for Hollywood - scientists manipulating weather systems to suit their own leftie agenda. But it is very much in the paranoid political style identified by the renowned historian Richard Hofstadter. There are still people who just know that FDR conspired with Winston Churchill to have the Japanese bomb Pearl Harbor. There are millions who just know that JFK's assassin, the shooter on the grassy hill in Dallas, was hired by Lyndon Johnson.

As a historian, I have never been much impressed by conspiracy theories left or right. Too often, they are exalted by non-evidence - "proved" by records that have disappeared, "witnesses" whose stories have been suppressed. But if you happen to be in the market for a conspiracy theory today, there's a rather more credible one documented by the pressure group Greenpeace. Just bend an ear for a moment for the names of a few organizations very much concerned with global warming.

    * Advancement of Sound Science Centre Inc

    * Committee for a Constructive Tomorrow

    * Heartland Institute

    * Competitive Enterprise Institute

    * Annapolis Center for Science-based Public Policy 

You wouldn't guess it but all these highfalutin bodies are dedicated to undermining the science of global warming and preventing America signing something like the Kyoto Treaty. And again, you wouldn't guess it, but they take thousands of dollars from Exxon Mobil. It's the world's largest oil company and a high profile opponent of Kyoto for imposing too many costs on the developed world.

Grazing on drought-stricken land

The five groups I mentioned are not the only ones with deceptive titles. Greenpeace has identified 40 such mouths at the Exxon nipple. So what's wrong about this? For one thing I'd guess you'd be a bit more sceptical of their pronouncements on global warming if they made it clear that they are not - shall we say - unrelated to the interests of their Exxon sponsors.

I asked Exxon about supporting so many of these propaganda groups. They point out that pro-Kyoto foundations give out much more money than they do, and that's true. What's disturbing to me is that the groups Exxon supports are much less forthcoming about their connections; they are often treated in the media as if they were wholly independent scientific bodies.

In addition Exxon has done something positive in committing $100m to Stanford University for research into new energy technology. So where's the rub? Well, funding long-term research like this is all well and good. The trouble is - as the economist Keynes famously said in another context - in the long-term we are all dead. The damage is being done here and now every day. It is accelerating - and it is damage that could be irreversible.

Smear tactics

All the delaying tactics, denials and obfuscations bring to mind what happened in 1974 to two American scientists, Professor Sherwood Roland and Dr Mario Molina. They coolly set out the evidence that the chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs) used in refrigeration, aerosols and air conditioning were eating at the ozone layer which protects mankind and plants from dangerous ultraviolet radiation.

The era of procrastination is coming to a close; in its place we are entering a period of consequences

Winston Churchill

They were at once smeared as scaremongers. The manufacturers ran an all too successful campaign to fog the issue. A lazy media bought into it. The public got bored and bamboozled. And as they did so, millions more tons of the pollutant were added to the atmosphere.

Thirteen years later when the world finally woke up to an ozone hole bigger than anyone had predicted, there was a swift international agreement - led by the US - to find alternatives to the CFCs. In the meantime, great damage had been done.

Winston Churchill back in the 1930s had this to say about another government that didn't believe a threat was real. As the Chamberlain Cabinet dithered about Hitler, Churchill warned: "They go on in strange paradox, decided only to be undecided, resolved to be irresolute, adamant for drift, solid for fluidity, all powerful to be impotent."

And he concluded: "The era of procrastination, of soothing and baffling expedients, of delays, is coming to a close. In its place we are entering a period of consequences."

We are entering that period now with global warming. And if quoting Churchill in this context puts me in Michael Crichton's class of conspirators, I will bear it with fortitude.

Add your comments on this story, using the form below.

An excellent article. Whenever any newly discovered scientific fact threatens existing economic interests, those interests will always induce some scientists to challenge it, until the scientific consensus becomes so overwhelming that no scientist is willing to look like a fool by standing out against it any longer. For many years the tobacco companies were able to roll out tame scientists to deny that smoking caused lung cancer, but now even they have given up pretending. The same process is now repeating itself with the oil companies and global warming - the only question is whether it will take so long that it is too late for the earth.

Rod Parkes, Taipo, Hong Kong

Brilliant, just what an already confused issue needs. Is there anyone here who would deny the existence of a current global warming trend? If so I would have to categorise them alongside those who doubt the existence of the Apollo moon landings. Its hard science, with irrefutable evidence. Now can we do something about it, please? Only I don't want to be remembered as one of the generation who's egotistical inaction brought about the beginning of the end of the world.

Andrew Watkins, Glasgow, Scotland

Has Harold Evans actually read Crichton's book? Does he understand the word 'Fiction'? It's amusing and yes, frustrating to read articles like this that attack a work of fiction as though it was fact. I smell a similar fear as that of the Catholic Church when condemning the 'Da Vinci Code'. Maybe there's no smoke without fire? Why would the church appoint a senior figure solely to defend itself against the ideas in a work of fiction unless there was some truth there? Equally, why is the conservation lobby now gearing up to attack 'State of Fear' unless they don't want it's ideas to gain currency? One thing is for sure, 'State of Fear' is a cracking read, one of the better Crichtons for a while. I guess the author is thanking Evans and the like for the free publicity, same as Dan Brown is thanking the Catholic Church for prompting his book.

Philip, Bath UK

A fine opinion piece on a very interesting novel. It is interesting that Mr. Evans chose the issue of CFC's to illustrate his point as this is also addressed in Crichton's book - to show how no environmental decision we make is without consequences - in the case of CFC's the developing world lost access to a cheap method of refrigeration whilst the planet as a whole benefited. In addressing ecological questions, humanity does need a clearer idea of risk assessment and how to analyse the benefit versus the cost of a given course of action. Whilst I am most eager that action be taken to protect the environment, I welcome 'State of Fear' as contributing to a debate we all need to have if we can live sustainably on Planet Earth.

Endaf Kerfoot, London, UK

All very well but to me the message of the book was this: Both sides are quite capable of propaganda. Information may still be misleading even if backed by and promoting a 'good' cause. Thus question the aims of those putting forward information when interpreting it. Of course the book will also make good film material and choice of topic guarantees publicity - we are discussing it now!

Michaela, Derby

Well, I guess I will never buy another Crichton book again. If it is a consensus, it isn't science? What bulljive! How about the consensus that C-14 decays at a given rate, which can be used to date organic remains? How about the consensus that falling objects accelerate at... well you get my point. The scientific method is all about GENERATING consensus by testing ideas. It's sad to see someone as entertaining as Crichton stoop to such cheap publicity hounding.

Jim Senter, New Orleans, LA, USA

Hear, hear. Please keep writing and publishing these kind of comments. People do not want to see or hear reality, especially if it means changing their life styles, but our lifestyles are going to change anyway, so please keep hammering away. I am with you and wish I had your knowledge and profile to join you. Best wishes

Jackie Townsend, Bydgoszcz, Poland (at the moment)

Climate change is a great scare story, but it hides the real problem. We are running out of oil and when we do so, if we haven't developed an alternative, society will collapse and most of us will not survive. We need to develop an alternative to oil now, while we have abundant energy to make it happen. If we wait until oil runs out (we have already burnt more than half of the world's known oil reserves), it will be too late. A side benefit of producing an alternative to oil is that we will also eliminate the pollution that gets blamed for climate change.

Mike , Bodmin, Cornwall

Amazing how people are still fighting against global warming. Even if it is not happening right now, it will in the future. Greenhouse effects are a scientific fact. So at the very least, people should look for ways to build a more balanced earth.

Dirk Vandenheuvel, Leuven, Belgium

The current crop of natural disasters are exactly that, natural. The earth's climate has always gone in cycles and it is arrogance to assume man's input can make any difference either way. I agree with Crichton, the global warming activists are scare-mongers.

LJS, Stockport, UK

How much was he paid and by who? I'm sure his books will sell well in ant- Darwin pro-creationism parts of the world. As for the other 99% of the known universe we will just struggle on with the reality of the situation.

David K, Windsor UK

What the hell does "If it's consensus, it isn't science. If it's science, it isn't consensus" mean? Crichton is talking out of his ass. The world does not need idiots like him talking rubbish that influential people can then use as propaganda.

Nicola, Reading, England

Crichton's book is very thought provoking. What you have just said is exactly what he is talking about. People saying 'but scientists say it so it must be true. There is no proof and a lot of reason for doubt yet people ignore that and go with the sensationalist view that the world is ending etc.

Dug, Bristol

Excellent piece by Harold Evans. Very encouraging to find that he really "gets it" on global warming. Can I suggest you alert the BBC Radio 4 Today programme team (all of them) to this piece. Reading it or listening to it might dissuade them from having Dr S Fred Singer on (again) to propagate his malign nonsense on the issue.

Douglas Coker, Enfield UK

Brilliant. Harold Evans is fascinating. Hang on to him!

Penny Cushing, Alton, Hampshire

Fine prose, sane comment delivered with humour and therefore a tonic in this "actually" infested, half gibberish world of communications. Well done Howard. Couldn't have expressed it any better myself.

John Vetterlein, Orkney UK

Those of us with children and grandchildren must fervently hope that eventually those in power in the USA will come to accept that the situation is becoming desperately serious and that unless action is taken NOW those children will have, courtesy especially of the USA, very little to look forward to.

Peter, Cambridge, UK

Well done, Harold Evans!

Tim Weller, Halesowen

The Churchill quote is extraordinarily. Global warming is clearly the greatest moral and political challenge of our time, easily comparable with the threat of Nazism in the 1930s. Those who would deny that it is taking place as a result of greenhouse gas emissions are playing much the same role as the appeasers of those days - with the difference that the wishful thinking of the latter was not, on the whole, promoted with the help of funds donated by the Third Reich.

Tom Scott, Falmouth, UK

_____________________________________________________________________________

BBC

Millions 'will flee degradation'

One of the biggest sources of refugees is land degradation and desertification

Janos Bogardi

There will be as many as 50 million environmental refugees in the world in five years' time.

That is the conclusion of experts at the United Nations University, who say that a new definition of "environmental refugee" is urgently needed.

They believe that already environmental degradation forces as many people away from their homes as political and social unrest.

The UNU issued its statement to mark UN Day for Disaster Reduction.

"There are many different environmental issues involved and there can be interactions between them," said Janos Bogardi, director of the United Nations University's Institute for Environment and Human Security (UNU-EHS) in Bonn, Germany.

"In poorer rural areas especially, one of the biggest sources of refugees is land degradation and desertification, which may be caused by unsustainable land use interacting with climate change, amplified by population growth," he told the BBC News website.

"A second issue is flooding, caused I would say by increasing levels of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere super-imposed with probably some natural fluctuations."

Worse than wars

The projected figure of 50 million is derived from a number of previous reports, including the 1999 World Disasters Report from the International Red Cross.

This calculated that natural disasters in the previous year had created more refugees than wars or other armed conflicts.

It said that falling soil fertility, drought, flooding and deforestation drove 25 million people from their homes, with many of these environmental refugees joining already fragile urban squatter communities.

Environmental refugees need better protection, says the UNU

The UNU believes that environmental refugees need better protection than they have now, and in order for that to happen, there needs to be an accepted definition of their situation.

The 1951 Convention relating to the State of Refugees defines refugees as people having a "...well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion..."

"We need to define what we mean by political, economic and environmental refugees," said the UNU's Rector Hans van Ginkel.

"If we define the problem better, we can prepare for the level of need to be catered for," he told the BBC News website.

Another issue is that historically, people are considered refugees only when they go to another country, whereas as Hurricane Katrina has graphically shown, those displaced by environmental damage often remain within their native country.

_____________________________________________________________________________

ROLAC  MEDIA UPDATE

11 October 2005

www.ips.org
Forests: The Battle of Statistics

By Diego Cevallos *
Authorities say that deforestation in Mexico has been reduced by nearly 100,000 hectares annually since 1990 and could be halted in five years. But environmental activists refute those figures, saying forests continue on the road towards disappearing.
MEXICO CITY - Mexico has reversed the destruction of its forests, and in five years could reduce its deforestation rate to zero, say the authorities. But according to activists and civil society groups that is false. Some even say that if the situation isn't changed, the country's area covered by forests and jungles today would disappear in just over a century. 

The United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), the highest global authority on deforestation, approved the latest studies by the Mexican government on the issue and went so far as to congratulate it for its achievements. 

The official figures, presented in December, indicate that deforestation fell from 401,000 hectares a year in the 1990-2000 period to 314,000 hectares a year from 2000 to 2005. 

Hosny El-Lakany, the FAO's assistant director for forests, said that "we should congratulate Mexico for its exemplary report for 2005 and especially for having achieved this reduction in deforestation rates in the country." 

However, the official statistics generate suspicions among eco-activists, because in 2001 the Mexican government itself talked about an annual deforestation rate of 1.1 million hectares, then it lowered it to 631,000, and later to 600,000. 

"The situation of the forests is critical," and that is proved by the different studies, evidence and the attitude of the government, for which the forest issue is now "priority number 40 or more," Sergio Madrid, spokesman for G-Bosques, told Tierramérica. This new coalition of 14 civil society groups and forestry producers was created in September. 

For G-Bosques ("bosques" means forests in Spanish), the forests and jungles, which cover some 56 million hectares in Mexico and capture two-thirds of the freshwater that the country consumes, continue on the road to extinction. 

The activists argue that the government budget for forestry is just 0.01 percent of the overall budget, and that the support programs target just 13 percent of the jungle and forested areas. 

Furthermore, they maintain that although the productive potential of Mexico's forests is more than 30 million cubic meters of lumber, current commercial output doesn't reach eight million cubic meters. 

Mexico, which in the past 50 years has lost half its forest cover, maintains its place as the fifth country that most deforests its territory, says the international environmental watchdog group Greenpeace. 

Meanwhile, the World Rainforest Movement warns that local jungles will disappear in about a half-century and the forests in little more than a century. 

Manuel Reed, director of the government's National Forestry Commission, Conafor, applauded the activists for their concern about the forests, but considers their point of view disturbing. 

"We have scientific and comparable data," obtained under the parameters of the FAO and of other recognized experts, which demonstrate that in the last five years the destruction of the forests was halted and reversed, the official said in a 
Tierramérica interview. 

Mexico is no longer the fifth country in terms of deforestation rates -- that figure is from five years ago, said Reed. It is his understanding, he said, "that in the new report that the FAO is now preparing, we will be in a much better position." 

"The doors of Conafor are open. We don't hide anything. If they (the group G-Bosques) don't agree, they should come and we'll talk," he said. 

"It's true that we continue to lose forest, but there is already a very important turning point, and it is going to see a strong decline. We believe that in five years more, we could have a rate of zero deforestation," Reed said. 

G-Bosques spokesman Madrid refutes those statements: "Today we have no reliable data from the government about what is happening with the forests. First they tell us a million hectares, then 300,000 and other figures. This is a joke." 

Greenpeace paints the official figures as "happy tales" and accuses the authorities of pretending "to end deforestation through equations, decrees and speeches, without taking the measures that truly protect our country's forests." 

When the administration of President Vicente Fox got under way in 2000, the forests and water were raised to the category of "national security issues". Under that banner, the government took up the Forestry Strategic Plan, which sets goals and objectives up to 2025, promotes new legislation, and created institutions like Conafor. 

"I believe the government is trying to give a greater push to forest preservation, but unfortunately there is never a budget that reaches," Rufino Meraz, leader of the Pueblo Nuevo ejido (rural cooperative), in the central state of Durango, told Tierramérica. 

In that community of 243,000 hectares there is lumber production over an area of 84,560 hectares. The activity is considered sustainable by the government and is certified as such by the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC), an international agency that grants its seal, which ensures that the cultivation and harvesting of trees is environmentally and socially friendly. 

"The government support that reaches us here is for the education of the people, to plant the idea that we have the resources and should take advantage of them. We have here almost a century living from the forest, and the forest is still here, which proves that it can be done," Meraz said. 

From 1997 to 2005, the total area of Mexican forests with FSC certification grew from 110,000 to 651,000 hectares. 

G-Bosques points out that 80 percent of the forested lands in Mexico are in the hands of communities, but denounces that the government provides little or no help to that sector. 

Conafor director Reed responded that the allegation was false: "Most of the budget goes to the communal areas and ejidos." 

About the forestry budget, the official admitted that little is invested in the sector, but stressed that the current expenditures -- around 318 million dollars a year (which includes funds from federal and state governments -- grew more than 1,000 percent since 2000. 

"Of course we are not going to fix the forestry sector overnight, but we can guarantee that now there are very clear policies for Mexico's forests," which did not exist in the past, he said. 

Nevertheless, G-Bosques ends up with a bottom line that is completely different. 

"All of the available diagnoses, whether from G-Bosques or from other institutions, show that our country's forestry resources are in grave danger. It is worrisome that while Mexico possesses such an important natural resource the government agencies don't make the problem a priority, and don't take effective action towards a solution," said the group in a statement.

www.bbc.co.uk

UN launches Guatemala aid appeal

The United Nations has launched a $22m (£12.5m) appeal in aid of Guatemalan survivors of floods and landslides caused by Tropical Storm Stan. 

More than 650 people in Guatemala are confirmed dead, while hundreds more people are thought to be missing in the aftermath of the storm. 

At least 100 people have died elsewhere in Central America and in Mexico. 

The UN said that providing food, water, shelter and sanitation are the priorities for international aid. 

Guatemalan President Oscar Berger has said 130,000 people have been directly affected by the storm. 

Over 90,000 people are still living in government shelters. 

Officials in Guatemala are calling for a number of remote communities to be declared mass graves, after they were engulfed by landslides. 

Rescue efforts were suspended in some areas on Sunday after it was deemed too dangerous to dig for survivors. 

Click here to see the affected areas 

Stan slammed ashore as a category one hurricane in southern Mexico on

Tuesday. It quickly lost force, but most of the damage has been done by torrential rains lasting days on end. 

Army and civil defence workers reached some remote communities including the western township of Tacana, near the Mexican border, on Sunday. 

But Guatemalan Vice-President Eduardo Stein said rescuers had still not been able to reach at least 90 villages cut off by mudslides. 

Some estimates said as many as 1,400 people were feared buried. 

Two Mayan villages in the worst affected area have been completely submerged by a slick of mud. 

'Worse than Mitch' 

Diego Esquina, the mayor of Panabaj, said his village "will no longer exist". 

"We are asking that it be declared a cemetery. We are tired, we no longer know where to dig," he said. 

"The bodies are so rotten that they can no longer be identified. They will only bring disease." 

Some 77 bodies have been recovered from Panabaj, but about 250 are still missing, the mayor said. 

Nearby Tzanchaj was similarly devastated. 

"Entire families have disappeared," local official Diego Sojuel told the Associated Press news agency. 

Taxi driver Gaspar Taxachoy returned from working in Guatemala City to discover his home buried in mud. 

The bodies of his wife, two daughters and a son have been found. "I'm only missing one more son," he told AP. 

The BBC's Claire Marshall, in Mexico, says it is the region's poorest people who have been worst hit, with precariously-built hillside communities drowned by the mudslides.

Colombia and the US have said they will send food, blankets and first aid equipment to help victims in Central America and Mexico. 

After Guatemala, El Salvador has suffered greatest loss of life, with at least 71 confirmed deaths.

_____________________________________________________________________________
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Pakistan: UN quake relief moves into higher gear with

emergency food deliveries

10 October - United Nations agencies are working round the clock to bring relief to survivors of  Saturday’s devastating earthquake in Pakistan, readying an airlift of vitamin-fortified life-saving food for  240,000 victims and sending in convoys of trucks with emergency supplies ranging from blankets to  water purification equipment.

“Every hour counts, and I urge the world to respond and respond generously and willingly,” Secretary-General Kofi Annan told a news conference in Geneva today as the UN prepared to launch a flash appeal tomorrow.

“Massive destruction has taken place in six northern districts of North-West Frontier Provinces,” the director of the New York Office of the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), Ed Tsui, told a news briefing in New York. “We expect all countries and we call on all countries to support the flash appeal.”

He said UN Emergency Relief Coordinator Jan Egeland would be travelling shortly to Pakistan, the most devastated of the three countries hit by the quake which also struck India and Afghanistan. According to Pakistani Government estimates 30,000 people have been killed and 40,000 injured.

In a statement issued by his spokesman Mr. Annan called on all international actors “to work together to achieve full coordination of all international efforts in support of the national rescue efforts.”

Many of the desolated areas are remote and virtually inaccessible and helicopters are a prime need. “We have over the weekend appealed to all governments who have arrangements with the UN to provide such logistic support to provide in particular helicopters,” Mr. Tsui said, noting that the United States had promised eight. “We are expecting a positive response to come shortly from those governments.”

The UN World Food Programme (WFP) is mobilizing urgent relief, including a planned airlift to Pakistan of 200 metric tons of high energy biscuits, vital in the first days of a natural disaster when survivors have no means to cook their own food, and has allocated an initial sum of $500,000 to the disaster.

“Many of these people have already been hit by huge natural disasters this year. This makes it even more imperative that there are no delays in the international community’s response,” regional WFP director for the Middle East, Central Asia and Eastern Europe Amir Abdulla said, noting that the victims had suffered unprecedented rains and snowfall last winter, followed by floods and avalanches in February.

The UN World Health Organization (WHO) reported that several hospitals and health facilities had been completely destroyed and many health workers, including doctors and nurses, had died or been seriously injured. It is providing sufficient essential medicines and supplies to cover the needs of 210,000 people for a month as well as enough equipment

for 1,000 surgeries. 
“We need to coordinate a massive health relief effort to ensure people get urgent care, and to prevent a bad situation from getting even worse,” WHO Representative for Health Action in Crises Ala Alwan said, noting mass measles vaccinations may be needed. “Medical supplies, water and sanitation supplies and cash donations will help the most.”

With its first trucks rolling towards the northern Pakistan town of Mansehra, loaded with blankets, children’s clothing, water containers, and plastic tarpaulins, the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) appealed for $20 million to provide initial emergency relief to children and families who survived the quake.

“This appeal means immediate action to save children’s lives,” UNICEF Executive Director Ann M. Veneman said in New York. “Needed assistance includes medical care, clean water, nutritional food for infants, clothing, and shelter - the things that matter most in the critical few weeks after a disaster like this when children and their families have lost everything.”

Another UNICEF convoy is en route from the Pakistani port city of Karachi with water purification equipment, nutritional food for children, soap, shelter supplies, and children’s boots and sweaters. The agency is moving in additional staff and supplies from its regional offices and has provided logistics and supplies for frontline Pakistani surgical teams being dropped by helicopter into the most remote areas.

“It’s difficult to access at the best of times, and its people have very few extra resources,” UNICEF chief of operations in Pakistan Omar Abdi said of the mountainous region. “There have been overnight rains and hail which have added to the misery for people sleeping exposed, too afraid to enter whatever shelter remains. This has also created more landslides,

further hampering aid efforts.”

UN provides cash to earthquake-hit Pakistan while experts coordinate relief response

9 October - United Nations experts in Pakistan coordinating the humanitarian response to yesterday's massive earthquake  today set up structures to facilitate the relief effort, which is also being supported by an initial cash grant the world body has provided to the Government.

The eight-member UN Disaster Assessment and Coordination (UNDAC) set up a coordination centre in Islamabad, an onsite coordination centre in Muzaffarabad and a reception centre at Islamabad airport in order to assist national authorities to deal effectively with international aid.

Six additional experts are expected in Pakistan later today, according to the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA).

In Islamabad yesterday, the UN Disaster Management Team met with most of the international and national nongovernmental organizations working in the field of humanitarian assistance.

That team comprised three UN inter-agency rapid assessment groups which deployed today. The first, led by the UN Children's Fund (UNICEF), is in Pakistan's North West Frontier Province. The second, led by the UN Population Fund (UNFPA), is in Jammu and Kashmir. The third, headed by the International Non-Governmental Organisations Forum, is in  the Northern Areas. OCHA has already released a $100,000 emergency cash grant for immediate delivery of relief aid.

Following tremors yesterday that recorded 7.4 on the Richter scale, there have been more than ten aftershocks of magnitude  from 5.2 to 6.3, OCHA said. Massive destruction has taken place in six northern districts of Pakistan's North West Frontier Province and in five districts of Jammu and Kashmir State, including Muzaffarabad, where reports indicate large-scale

causalities and injuries.

The high intensity of the earthquake in Pakistan was also felt in Afghanistan and across northern India. In India, where buildings have collapsed, official reports confirm the death of more than 200 people and more than 400 injured. There is  minor damage in Afghanistan, where two people are reported to have been killed.

UN health agency speeds medical supplies to help quake victims in Pakistan

9 October - As teams continue to search for survivors amid the rubble of yesterday's massive earthquake in  Pakistan, the United Nations World Health Organization (WHO) is rushing supplies to the country to bolster its strained capacity to treat the injured.

"For the next 48 hours relief efforts will focus on search and rescue," said Dr. Khalif Bile Mohamud, the agency's representative in Pakistan . “Many of the survivors being pulled from the rubble suffer from trauma  type wounds necessitating emergency care.”

Hospitals, themselves damaged or even destroyed by the disaster, are overwhelmed as they try to cope with the mounting  casualties, according to WHO. “As a result of the increased number of injured people, shortages in surgical supplies have been reported,” Dr. Mohamud said.

In response, WHO has provided two new emergency health kits each containing essential medical supplies covering the  needs of 10,000 people for three months. Five more of these, along with ten trauma kits each sufficient for 100 surgical interventions, will be sent in the coming days.

The Geneva-based agency, which is supporting Pakistan's Ministry of Health in responding to the emergency, has  dispatched 17 national surgical teams to the most affected districts. Each team includes surgeons, orthopaedic surgeons,

anaesthetists and operating theatre technicians. WHO and the UN Children's Fund (UNICEF) will provide supplies and cover local costs incurred by these teams for the coming weeks.

“WHO has also deployed 14 international experts in public health, epidemiology, health systems, logistics and water and sanitation,” said Dr, Ala Alwan, WHO Representative for Health Action in Crises.

UN to help countries affected by Pakistan earthquake

8 October - Following a massive earthquake in Pakistan that affected also Afghanistan and India, the United Nations is  working with the governments of those countries on an emergency response.

The UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs is exploring “ways in which the United Nations can assist in all efforts required to support relief and rescue operations and in subsequent recovery and reconstruction,” a spokesman for Secretary-General Kofi Annan said in New York.

The spokesman said Mr. Annan is “deeply saddened by the loss of life and destruction” caused by the quake, which had a  magnitude of 7.6 and struck 95 kilometres outside of Islamabad.

"OCHA stands ready to dispatch an United Nations Disaster and Coordination Team (UNDAC) to help assess the damage  and coordinate the response in Pakistan,” Under-Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs and Emergency Relief  Coordinator, Jan Egeland said today. 
In Geneva, an UNDAC team is on stand-by ready to be deployed at the request of the Government of Pakistan. An aircraft  has been made available by the Government of Switzerland to fly directly to Islamabad later today.

In Pakistan, damage to buildings and houses have been reported in Islamabad. More severe damage is being reported in  Muzaffarabad, Rawalpindi, Lahore and Peshawar. It is anticipated that the death toll might be severe..The high intensity of the earthquake in Pakistan was also felt in Afghanistan and across northern India. In India, where  buildings have collapsed, official reports confirm the death of more than 200 people and more than 400 injured. There is

minor damage in Afghanistan where two people are reported to have been killed.

Security Council condemns upsurge of violence in Darfur, Sudan – president

10 October - Members of the Security Council today condemned rising violence in Darfur, Sudan, and called for the perpetrators of attacks to be brought to justice.

“We have jointly condemned and expressed concern in the face of the recent upsurge in violence” in  Darfur, the Council president for October, Ambassador Mihnea Ioan Motoc of Romania, told reporters  following a closed-door briefing by the Assistant Secretary-General for Peacekeeping, Hédi Annabi, on the political, humanitarian and security situation in the troubled region.

Ambassador Motoc cited in particular to attacks perpetrated against civilians and the killing of three peacekeepers and two contractors serving with the African Union Mission in Sudan (AMIS) as well as the abduction of other AMIS staff. “That was unacceptable in itself and all the more so in the context of and against the background of peace talks going on in Abuja

on a political solution to the conflict in Darfur,” he said.

Parties on the ground were urged to assist in “every way possible” to identify and bring to justice the perpetrators of those acts, he stressed.

Members of the Council called on the parties to cooperate with the AU mediation in Abuja and with AMIS. They urged the parties to immediately end acts of violence and restrictions on humanitarian aid and to cooperate with the AU.

Discussions also re-emphasized the determination of the Security Council to apply measures adopted earlier this year imposing a travel ban and assets freeze on those impeding the peace process, committing human rights violations and violating Council mandates, the President said.

Situation in Darfur, Sudan is worsening, UN genocide expert warns

10 October - Just back from the troubled Darfur region of Sudan, the United Nations Special

Adviser on the Prevention of Genocide warned today that the situation there is worsening and called for action to protect civilians, facilitate the delivery of humanitarian assistance and bring those responsible before the International Criminal Court (ICC).

Juan Mendez noted that it was not for him to determine whether genocide had taken place, but said “we have not turned the corner” on preventing genocide from either happening or happening again –depending on the perspective – in Darfur.

Mr. Mendez said he had expected that the situation would have stabilized, if only in a status quo that was unacceptable but at least not worsening. “Unfortunately, I have to say that I found the situation much more dangerous and worrisome than I expected it to be,” he said, citing renewed fighting, especially in north and south Darfur, among all factions.

He also pointed to growing lawlessness evidenced by two recent unprecedented attacks on camps for internally displaced persons (IDPs). “In one of them, the attackers went in on horseback, and in the other one apparently trucks of the Sudanese army,” he said. Up to 35 civilians were killed, while many huts and houses were destroyed.

He called this “an escalation of violence against civilians that points to how serious the situation is becoming.” The expert called for enhanced protection of civilians as well as the provision of humanitarian assistance, noting that the delivery of relief aid had recently been complicated by violence.

On the issue of accountability, he said “we have to insist that cooperation with the ICC is not a matter of choice for any  State.” He pointed out that Sudan said it does not need the ICC and would instead use its own court, but chided the Khartoum  Government for dealing ineffectively with the problem.

“We observed the first decisions and trials of the special court that they have created and we’re very disappointed they deal  with cases that are completely marginal to the problem, that have nothing to do with what happened at the peak of the conflict in 2003-2004, and that there is no clear rationale for crimes that seem to be common crimes have been brought to

the Special Court.”

He voiced hope that the Abuja peace talks would yield a framework to meet the urgent need to end the underlying conflict  that has caused so much suffering in Darfur. At the same time, he urged inter-communal conversations among ethnic communities that are now “pitched against one another.” Mr. Mendez called for separating the perpetrators of wrongdoing and crimes against humanity from the communities that  they claim to have represented. “We need to have authentic representation of all communities to start talking about

reconciliation.”

That process must deal with such issues as land tenure and land use, he added. “Right now there is a lot of animosity and a  lot of possibility even of taking up arms in a cycle of communal retribution that would be very dangerous and could be at least as dangerous as the events of 2003-2004.”

Asked if he would brief the Security Council, Mr. Mendez said Secretary-General Kofi Annan had requested that he brief the Council, adding that he was available to do so.

10 October - Secretary-General Kofi Annan today condemned the killing and abduction of staff of the  African Union Mission (AMIS) in the strife-torn Darfur region of Sudan and said those responsible must be held accountable.

Three AMIS peacekeepers and two contractors affiliated with that mission have been killed, and a number of  others held captive.

“What happened with the African Union soldiers is completely unacceptable,” Mr. Annan told a press briefing in Geneva.

Responding to questions, he warned that “if the situation in Darfur persists, it may have a negative impact on the implementation of the comprehensive peace agreement which is now moving forward between the north and south.”

In New York, a spokesman for Mr. Annan released a statement calling the targeting of the AU Mission “completely  unacceptable.”

Pointing out that AMIS is an impartial force deployed to assist the parties to the conflict, spokesman Stephane Dujarric called all parties involved in the peace talks to help in bringing those responsible to account without delay. “The Secretary-

General reminds the Government that it has the ultimate responsibility for the protection of peacekeepers and humanitarian workers,” he said.

“The Secretary-General calls on the Government and the rebel movements to take immediate steps to stabilize the situation  in Darfur, and at the same time engage seriously in the talks in Abuja with a view to reaching an early political settlement,” he added.

Meanwhile in Sudan, the senior UN envoy, Jan Pronk, echoed the Secretary-General’s condemnation. “This targeting of African Union personnel contravenes the status of the African mission as an independent third-party, strongly supported by the UN Security Council,” he said.

“The perpetrators of these attacks against the African Union, as well as those responsible for the deterioration of the situation in Darfur, will be held to account,” he added, pledging to forward information on the matter to the Security Council  committee monitoring Sudan.

Mr. Pronk voiced satisfaction that most of the hostages had been freed but called for the release of those who remain  captive.

He also reminded all countries that the Security Council has urged them repeatedly to support the AU in its efforts, including by providing all equipment and resources necessary. Mr. Pronk decried the fact that this support had been late and inadequate, citing in particular the delay in making armoured personnel carriers (APCs) available to the AU mission.

On eve of Liberia’s national elections, Annan urges full and peaceful participation

10 October - One day ahead of Liberia’s presidential and parliamentary elections, Secretary-

General Kofi Annan is urging a massive and peaceful turnout. The UN peacekeeping mission in the country (UNMIL) is providing technical and logistical  support to the polls, while working on security with Liberia's police and armed forces.

In New York, the Secretary-General called on all Liberians “to participate in large numbers and in a peaceful manner in this historic election.” Through his spokesman, Mr. Annan noted that issues which had threatened a postponement of the vote had been resolved and thanked the candidates who had agreed to withdraw their claims “for their demonstration of flexibility.”

Mr. Annan also thanked former Nigerian head of State General Abdulsalami Abubakar who worked in his capacity as mediator of the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) to ensure that the elections would take place in  accordance with the Comprehensive Peace Agreement and the electoral timetable.

There are over 3,000 voting places in 1,300 precincts across Liberia’s 15 counties. Up to 10 per cent of those precincts are  so remote that they are a two-day walk away from the nearest road. “We can truck the ballots in and once you can go no further by road, porters carry the materials by hand into these precincts, which are often just villages in the bush,” UNMIL

spokesman Paul Risley told the UN News Service.

During the five-week registration period in April, UNMIL registered over 1.3 million Liberians to participate in the elections. “If Liberians are able to vote in the same numbers that they registered this will be by far the largest election that Liberia has ever held and will certainly be the first truly representative election, including all parts of the country,” Mr. Risley said. “So this will be a real, remarkable achievement for Liberia and unlike any experience it has ever had in its past.”

The UN mission is providing extensive assistance and advice to the Liberian National Election Commission, including  paying salaries for over 18,000 Liberian nationals who will staff the polling places. The UN also moved the ballots by truck, helicopter and even ship in cases where coastal areas could not be reached by land.

These already complex logistics are complicated by the weather. “We’re still very much in the rainy season – its raining right now – and rain is expected to  make even more difficult tomorrow’s voting since people will have to walk for hours and  its been a great challenge to get the ballots to the polls,” Mr. Risley said.

Assisting in this effort are more than 180 UN Volunteers (UNV). “It is a great honour to be engaged in a part of the election in Liberia,” said UNV Yukimi Ogaki, an electoral support officer from Japan, who is based in the capital city of Monrovia.

The director of the UNMIL Electoral Division, Ray Kennedy, acknowledged the determination and commitment of UNV in  ensuring preparations are in place for the elections. “The 11 October elections represent a critical point in Liberia's efforts toemerge from years of conflict,” he said. “And, with nearly 90 per cent of the UNMIL Electoral Division staff being UN

Volunteers, this is clearly an instance of UN Volunteers helping make history.”

Tomorrow’s elections are a result of the Accra peace agreement signed in 2003, which ended more than two decades of  political instability and 14 years of brutal armed conflict. In their first chance to vote since 1997, Liberians will cast ballots for President and Vice-President, as well for members of the Senate and the House of Representatives.

UN and Liberian Government form centre to maintain security during elections

9 October - The United Nations peacekeeping mission in Liberia (UNMIL) and the country's transitional government have established a Joint National Security Operations Centre to ensure the smooth conduct of  elections scheduled for later this month.

Speaking at the Centre's official opening on Saturday at the Liberia National Police Headquarters, the senior UN envoy to the country, Alan Doss, called it “the nerve centre of the security operations to protect and secure the elections.”

UNMIL's support to the electoral process “is all about having an election that is free and fair, so that the Government that comes in can go forward with the work of rebuilding this country after so many years of destruction and death,” he noted.

The Joint National Security Operations Centre brings together UN Civilian Police as well as Liberia's military and security  forces to coordinate and monitor the elections an can quickly respond to any developments.

Mr. Doss pledged the UN's continued support during the transition. “We are only in the first stage of what I think needs to be long-term help to rebuild the police service to emphasize the primacy of civilian policing in the security of the new Liberia,” he said.

Congo, Ghana, Peru, Qatar and Slovakia elected to serve on Security Council

10 October - The United Nations General Assembly today elected Congo, Ghana, Peru, Qatar and Slovakia to serve twoyear terms on the Security Council beginning on 1 January 2006.

They will be taking the seats of Algeria, Benin, Brazil, Philippines and Romania whose terms end on 31 December. The new members were elected according to a pre-set geographical mandate, which allocates three seats to African and Asian counties, one seat to Eastern Europe, and the fifth to a Latin American or Caribbean nation. There is also the  understanding that at least two of the three African and Asian seats will be African. Members must obtain at least two-thirds of the ballots cast in order to be elected to the Council.

Other non-permanent members who began their two-year terms this January, 2005, are Argentina, Denmark, Greece, Japan, and the United Republic of Tanzania. Their terms will run out at the end of 2006.

In addition to the 10 non-permanent members of the Security Council, there are five permanent members: China, France, the Russian Federation, the United Kingdom, and the United States.

Each Council member, regardless of status, has one vote. The Security Council votes on matters of significance to Member States, because their decisions are not considered voluntary or suggested, but rather compulsory mandates. Decisions on procedural matters require a “yes” vote from nine Council members, and on substantive matters, nine votes plus concurring votes of all five permanent members.

DR Congo: UN teams assist villages where over a dozen people were slaughtered

10 October - The United Nations Mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (MONUC) has sent units to two small villages in south Kivu where some 15 persons were slaughtered overnight by men with machetes. Witnesses identified the killers as Rwandan Hutus, the mission said. MONUC medical teams are assisting the wounded while armed units are securing the area.

Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s Special Representative to the country, William Lacy Swing, strongly condemned the  murders and said he plans to visit the villages on Tuesday.

“So far we have directly seen 15 casualties that were killed with machetes and knives.” MONUC spokesman Kemal Saiki told the UN News Service. “We have 12 persons wounded and in critical condition,” he added. The incident happened in an extremely remote area far from any roads but just 15 kilometres away from a MONUC troop position. “The attack happened between 10:30 and 11:30 pm and as soon as our troops were informed they sent a quick

reaction force of 30 men as well as a medical team which arrived on the scene at 1:50,” Mr. Saiki said. “They started gathering testimony from witnesses and today we have another reconnaissance and inquiry mission that went there.”

In July of this year, 36 people in the area were burned alive in their huts. MONUC does not have a mandate to forcibly disarm foreign forces on the DRC territory – this falls to the country’s Government. A tripartite commission comprising

Rwanda, the DRC and Uganda set 30 September as the deadline for the disarmament of foreign forces. Asked about a possible motivation for the attack, Mr. Saiki said it could have been in retaliation for the arrest of two Hutu Rwanda rebels two weeks ago.

Guatemala: UN launches flash appeal following deadly floods, mudslides

10 October - The United Nations was today launching a $22-million flash appeal for Guatemala where severe flooding and mudslides caused by hurricane Stan have killed hundreds of people and inflicted estimated damage of more than $400 million to the livestock, coffee and banana industries. The UN, in conjunction with the Government, has identified priorities for international emergency relief assistance, including water, sanitation and hygiene, food, shelter and household items, health services, communication and access to services.

“The availability of food will be curtailed in the short-term,” the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) said in a statement, noting that there had been more than 900 landslides and entire villages had been swept away.

Over the weekend, the UN Resident Coordinator activated the Disaster Management Team (DMT) to provide initial food  and health aid, while a seven-member UN Disaster Assessment and Coordination (UNDAC) team has been deployed to the  Central American country.

Among material assistance provided by UN agencies are large quantities of medical supplies including re-hydration salts and antibiotics, a mobile water treatment plant, and food aid. Technical expertise has been provided in the areas of health, nutrition, water and sanitation, planning, social protection and education.

UN organizations mobilizing assistance include the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF), World Food Programme (WFP), World Health Organization (WHO), UN Development Programme (UNDP), Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), UN Population Fund (UNFPA), the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) and UN Volunteers (UNV).

Deputy Emergency Relief Coordinator Margareta Wahlström will be travelling to Guatemala shortly in order to help the relief efforts.

Among the issues she will address are problems accessing the devastated area. The director of OCHA’s New York Office, Ed Tsui, told a news briefing in New York today some people will not allow the army in due to its past activities in the nowended civil war.

Iraq: Kirkuk delegations meet UN envoy to discuss concerns over voter registration

8 October - The senior United Nations envoy to Iraq today met representatives of the Turkman and Arab communities in Kirkuk who are concerned about high numbers of newly registered voters in the area. Secretary-General Kofi Annan's Special Representative, Ashraf Qazi, held separate talks with the delegations, who discussed the need for robust safeguards to ensure the integrity of the vote in the 15 October Referendum on the Draft Constitution, as well as elections slated to be held in December, according to the UN Assistance Mission in Iraq.

The delegations voiced concern with regard to the situation in Kirkuk, emphasizing the need for adequate political representation for the various communities. They also raised their concerns regarding detentions and the human rights situation.

Mr. Qazi discussed their ideas on measures to enhance public confidence in the electoral process and noted that a range of safeguards were currently being put in place by the concerned authorities.

He “assured the delegations that the UNAMI electoral unit and human rights office were committed to enabling the Iraqi authorities to uphold internationally accepted norms of human rights and ensure a free and, inclusive and transparent political process,” the mission said.

UN's top Iraq envoy discusses concerns about voting process with Kirkuk local official

9 October - The senior United Nations envoy to Iraq today discussed concerns about the upcoming constitutional referendum with a local official from Kirkuk.

One day after meeting with delegations representing Turkman and Arab communities in the area, Ashraf Qazi, Secretary- General Kofi Annan's Special Representative, conveyed their concerns to Hamid Majid Mousa, a member of the Transitional National Assembly Constitutional Committee and Chair of Kirkuk Normalization Committee.

Mr. Qazi discussed with Mr. Mousa the Arab and Turkman delegations' worry about the excessive numbers of newly registered voters in Kirkuk and the surrounding areas, according to the UN Assistance Mission in Iraq (UNAMI).

Mr. Mousa updated the UN envoy on the situation in Kirkuk, and agreed with him on the need for vigorous measures to ascertain the veracity of the vote in the 15 October Referendum on the Draft Constitution, as well as elections to be held in December. Both men reiterated the importance of adequate political representation for the various communities.

Mr. Qazi restated UNAMI's continued commitment to upholding internationally accepted norms of human rights and ensuring a free, inclusive and transparent political process.

UN Kosovo Envoy urges Serbian leadership to continue dialogue with Pristina

8 October - Following Secretary-General Kofi Annan's announcement that final status talks on Kosovo should begin, the senior United Nations envoy to the province met with Serbian leaders to stress that dialogue between Pristina and Belgrade would be crucial as the political process enters its next phase.

In Søren Jessen-Petersen met Serbian President Boris Tadic, Prime Minister Kostunica and the head of the Coordination Centre for Kosovo, Sanda Raskovic-Ivic, as well as the Contact Group during a day and a half visit to Belgrade that began on Friday.

Mr. Jessen-Petersen stressed that work will continue on decentralisation and on implementing the Standards which serve as benchmarks of progress and are essential for building a multi-ethnic society in Kosovo.

“It is equally important that dialogue between Pristina and Belgrade on the important issues in Kosovo also continues,” he said.

The SRSG reiterated to both the President and the Prime Minister the need for a much more constructive engagement on the part of Belgrade in trying to deal with many practical problems that minorities, in particular the Kosovo Serbs, are facing.

Progress so far has been limited, and the Albanian-majority local government must demonstrate a stronger commitment, “but without a direct, constructive engagement on the part of Belgrade there will always be limits to how much we can do,”

he added.

“We want to make it possible for all citizens, all minorities, but most importantly for the Kosovo Serbs to feel that they are safe, that they have a future in Kosovo,” he said. “That requires a constructive engagement on the part of Belgrade, so that we can get the involvement of the Kosovo Serbs. After all, it is their future and they should be involved in designing it,” he

said.

During the visit, the envoy also met representatives from the families of missing persons. He reiterated his personal commitment to this issue and assured them that the UN Interim Administration Mission in Kosovo (UNMIK) will continues to press for answers about their loved ones.

Counter-terror steps, violate human rights in UK, US, Iraq – UN expert

10 October - Proposed anti-terror laws in the United Kingdom might undermine human rights, United States military commissions on terror suspects violate the right to a fair trial, and Iraq’s special tribunal breaks international standards and should be replaced by a United Nations-backed independent court, a new report by an independent UN legal expert says.

“The bloody attacks in London and Sharm el-Sheikh clearly demonstrate that terrorists continue to commit acts which should be unanimously condemned and whose eradication requires concerted action by the international community,” the Special Rapporteur of the UN Commission on Human Rights on the independence of judges and lawyers, Leandro Despouy,

writes in a report to the General Assembly.

“At the same time, many States are debating the adoption of national measures that could undermine adherence to international human rights standards,” he adds, citing as an example the United Kingdom’s current debate on the adoption of domestic measures against suspected terrorists.

In what he called “another disturbing development,” Mr. Despouy notes that suspects detained by the United States at Guantánamo Bay, Cuba, are again being tried by military commissions which do not meet international standards on the right to a fair trial “in that they do not allow appeals to be brought before a civil judge, deny the right to defence, and

discriminate between nationals and non-nationals, among other problems.”

The United States earlier this year continued to indicate that “the circumstances were not favourable” to honour requests by  several UN human rights rapporteurs to visit Guantanamo, Iraq, Afghanistan and other detention centres, and the experts have decided to conduct an investigation, regardless of whether or not they are allowed to visit the detention centres, he

adds. Regarding the Iraqi Special Tribunal for crimes committed under the ousted regime of Saddam Hussein, Mr. Despouy points with “alarm” to both its powers and origin.

“The Tribunal’s power to impose the death penalty demonstrates the extent to which it contravenes international human rights standards,” he writes. “Because it was established during an occupation and was financed primarily by the United

States, its legitimacy has been widely questioned, with the result that its credibility has been tarnished.” Among its deficiencies he cites the fact that it may only try Iraqi citizens for acts committed prior to 1 May 2003, when the occupation began.

“The Special Rapporteur urges the Iraqi authorities to follow the example set by other countries with deficient judicial systems by asking the United Nations to set up an independent tribunal which complies with international human rights standards,” he adds, pointing to Sierra Leone as an example. In many States, counter-terrorism measures have undermined other rights, such as freedom of opinion, expression, assembly and association and the right to strike, and have negatively affected specific groups, such as migrant workers, refugees and

asylum seekers, Mr. Despouy writes. “The Special Rapporteur reiterates his conviction that nothing can combat irrational acts and extreme forms of violence

more effectively than the wisdom embodied in the rule of law,” he concludes.

Job creation in Africa vital to stop crisis on Morocco-Spain border – UN official

10 October - Voicing concern over the situation of migrants trying to cross from Morocco into Spain’s enclaves on the southern coast of the Mediterranean Sea, a senior United Nations official in West Africa today warned that what is happening there now with African youth is nothing compared with what might occur within a few years.

“I dread to think of the scenes we may be contemplating in, say, 20 years if we do not make a massive consolidated effort to create jobs and opportunities in West Africa,” Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s Special Representative for West Africa, Ahmedou Ould-Abdallah, said, reiterating Mr. Annan’s call for immigration laws and obligations to be implemented

humanely.

Tens of millions of youths in West Africa lack proper employment, and their realization that their prospects are so limited in their home countries is driving ever more of them to undertake the desperate measures necessary to emigrate clandestinely to Europe or North America, he added.

Six of those trying to make the crossing through the enclaves of Ceuta and Melilla were reported killed last week in the latest of several violent incidents, prompting Mr. Annan’s earlier call. At a news conference in Geneva today, Mr. Annan said the “very serious situation” of migrants trying to cross through the enclaves vividly illustrated the issue of international migration which “will consume far more of our energies in the years  ahead.”

What is happening today with African youths is “insignificant compared to what we may be facing in a few years time,” Mr. Ould-Abdallah said.

For this reason, the UN Office for West Africa (UNOWA), based in Dakar, has been working with many of its partners both  inside the UN system and outside, including the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) and civil society organizations, to propose a series of practical recommendations for youth employment directed at national governments, the  private sector and  The report will be finalized in the coming weeks, well in time to inform discussions at the France-Afrique Summit in Bamako on 3 December which he said he is “delighted will be focusing on the vital issue of the future of African youth.”

UN warns that resources to tackle mental health problems are ‘grossly insufficient’

10 October - Global resources for people suffering from mental and neurological disorders are grossly  insufficient to address the growing burden of mental health needs, according to a new report by the United Nations World Health Organization (WHO) released today.

Published to coincide with the observance today of the International Day of Mental Health, WHO’s Mental  Health Atlas 2005 shows no substantial change in global mental health resources since 2001 and a growing gap between allocations in high and low-income countries.

The survey of 192 countries shows that Europe has 9.8 psychiatrists per 100,000 people in Europe compared to just 0.04 in  Africa.

The Atlas notes that many countries continue to spend only a very small proportion of their total health budget on mental health. One fifth of the more than 100 countries supplying figures to the survey spend less than 1 per cent of their health  budget on mental health. This is in stark contrast to WHO's estimate that 13 per cent of all disease burden is caused by the wide range of neuro-psychiatric disorders.

“The new Atlas findings reflect the ongoing reality that the world still considers mental health care as a low priority within  public health,” said Dr. Benedetto Saraceno, Director of Mental Health and Substance Abuse at WHO. He called for public health planners and decision-makers to “take the mental health needs of their populations more seriously.”

This year’s observance of the Day is focused on raising awareness of the need for systems of treatment and care to be responsive to individuals throughout their lifespan.

In his message marking the occasion, Secretary-General Kofi Annan noted that each stage of life brings different challenges  and different needs. “Recognizing and addressing these differences can improve the health and functioning of individuals and families, and contribute to building successful communities,” he said.

According to WHO, 450 million people worldwide are affected by mental, neurological or behavioral problems at any time, and about 873,000 people die by suicide every year.

Annan calls for small loans to millions of people with unmet borrowing needs

10 October - With the innovation of micro-financing, there is a now a powerful way to help many millions around the world finance their small business ventures, improve their homes, and come back  after a natural disaster, but institutions will need to do their part in order reach the people in need, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan told a symposium of experts in Geneva today.

“A new mindset is taking hold. Where once the poor were commonly seen as passive victims,

microfinance recognizes that the poor people are remarkable reservoirs of energy and knowledge,”  Mr. Annan told the gathering, which was held at the offices of the World Meteorological Organization.

In today’s world, where some countries have less than one bank branch per 100,000 people and most people lack a bank  account, microfinance is also “an untapped opportunity to create markets, bring people in from the margin, and give them the tools with which to help themselves,” he said.

The Secretary-General called for scaling up the practice “without losing sight of the poorest and most vulnerable members of our society.”

Toward that end, he called for increased commercial involvement.“I hope financial institutions will continue to show that  they are true entrepreneurs, and invest robustly in this line of business,” he said.  The International Year of Microcredit is being marked throughout 2005, with more than 90 governments undertaking related initiatives.

World must hurry to save environment or face global poverty, UN official warns

10 October - With some 60 per cent of the planet's ecosystem currently being degraded by human activities, the global community must take speedy action or else face a future of 6 billion people “scratching around trying to survive,” the head of the United Nations environmental agency said today.

“In the end we are all facing poverty if we fail to address environmental decline, if we fail to reinvest in nature’s capital,” UN Environment Programme (UNEP) Executive Director Klaus Toepfer told the opening session of a three-day brainstorming seminar at the London School of Economics on how to mainstream environment in pro-poor development strategies.

“You cannot continue to drive a car if all you do is put petrol in the tank,” he warned. “It needs servicing, parts require replacing and we must pay for the roads and infrastructure on which it runs. In reality, nature is even more complicated.

“By continually depleting and damaging it and without investment in the running, maintenance and management costs, the Earth’s life support can suddenly and abruptly fade or switch to become less productive and unpredictable.

“I believe we are slowly winning this political and economic argument but not fast enough. So we must hurry up, otherwise  all 6 billion of us will eventually be scratching around trying to survive,” he added. The 10-12 October seminar has brought together experts in environmental economics as well as senior figures from the  environmental and intergovernmental fields. They are discussing multilateral agreements governing such environmental concerns as biological diversity, migratory species and the global climate.

These treaties could go a long way towards helping refine ecosystem valuations and to improve cost-benefit analysis of  targeted investments in degraded ecosystems to boost political and financial support for this nature-based approach.  One of the primary aims is to see how pro-poor markets can be created to generate income for those in desperate need while conserving the life-support systems upon which they and the rest of the world depend.

United Against Malaria concert shows global resolve against the illness – Annan

10 October - As thousands of people gathered in Geneva at the United Against Malaria Concert – a major fund-raising  event held over weekend – Secretary-General Kofi Annan told the audience that the event demonstrated a growing international will to combat the disease.

“Together we can change the world and extend this vast movement of solidarity reflected in tonight’s concert,” Mr. Annan told the performers and guests at Saturday evening’s event, stressing that he shared the same goal of improving the world for all of its inhabitants.

Some 6,000 people showed up for the 60th anniversary concert, which was cosponsored by the UN Office at Geneva and has already raised funds for 50,000 mosquito nets.

“Collectively you can make a huge difference,” he said. “Having joined this movement of solidarity to assist the poor and to ensure that we have a more equitable world, please stick with it.”

The United Nations, he stressed, was written in the name of “We the Peoples.”

“That is you out there, not the bureaucrats in the building,” Mr. Annan said. “You are the United Nations.” The concert featured Youssou N'Dour and friends, Tiken Jah Fakoly, Peter Gabriel, Axelle Red, Rokia Traoré as well as other guest artists from all five continents committed to fighting malaria.  “Music touches people’s hearts and minds,” said Mr. N’Dour, Roll Back Malaria Partnership Special Envoy and UNICEF Goodwill Ambassador, during rehearsal for Saturday’s concert. “We must continue to use our music to tell the world about

malaria: that it can be prevented, it can be treated, and it can be beaten if everyone joins the fight.” 
Student ‘peace messengers’ from Japan donate over $120,000 to UNICEF

10 October - Arriving in New York from Yokohama, Japan, a group of students designated as peace  messengers today presented a donation of over $120,000 to the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF). The funds were contributed by residents of Yokohama City, which has been recognized as a “Peace  Messenger City” by the United Nations.

In order to be selected, the students had to win a peace-related speech contest and are bringing with them the ¥14,129,319 collected from among the 3.5 million residents of the port town about 30 kilometres south of Tokyo.
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10 October 2005
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 Stéphane Dujarric, Spokesman for the Secretary-General, and Pragati Pascale, Spokesperson for the General Assembly President.

Briefing by the Spokesman for the Secretary General
Good afternoon, I’d like to welcome our visiting journalists from Mexico over there in the back.  Our guest today will be Mr. Ed Tsui, Director of the New York Office of the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, and he’ll be joining us, of course, to brief you on the humanitarian assistance to countries affected by recent natural disasters in South Asia and Central America, as well.

**Statement on Earthquake in South Asia
Earlier today, we released a statement from the Secretary-General on the earthquake in South Asia.

“The Secretary-General is greatly encouraged to see the rapid and large response by the international community to the devastating earthquake that has struck the people of Pakistan, as well as in Afghanistan and India.

“The emergency teams dispatched by the United Nations have been working since 8 October around the clock in support of national authorities to ensure a rapid assessment of the needs and an effective coordination of international assistance.  To this end, OCHA coordination centres have been established in Islamabad, and in Muzaffarabad close to the epicentre of the quake. 

“The Secretary-General encourages all international actors to work together to achieve full coordination of all international efforts in support of the national rescue efforts.

“The agencies of the United Nations system -- UNICEF, WFP, UNHCR, WHO, UNFPA -- have immediately activated their in-country capacities and dispatched relief supplies and sectoral experts.”

**Secretary-General -- Press Conference
The Secretary-General, speaking at a press conference in Geneva today, said he has directed the United Nations humanitarian community to do everything possible to assist the Government of Pakistan in response to the relief effort.

He also discussed the situation concerning migrants in the Mediterranean region, on which we issued a statement late Friday, and said that the UN refugee agency currently has three teams, in Ceuta, Melilla and the Canary Islands.  UNHCR is in touch with the Moroccan Government, and the Secretary-General hopes UNHCR will be able to send a team very shortly and they will want to determine the status of these people and get them the assistance they need.

We’ll have the transcript of the press conference upstairs available for you shortly.

**Statement on Sudan
I also have a statement on Sudan.

“The Secretary-General is deeply concerned about the upsurge in violence in Darfur. In particular, he strongly condemns the killing of three peacekeepers and two contractors affiliated with the African Union Mission in Sudan (AMIS), as well as the abduction of other AMIS personnel over the weekend.  The apparent targeting of the AU Mission is completely unacceptable.  The Secretary-General expresses his condolences to the families of the bereaved, the African Union and the respective Governments.

“The Secretary-General reminds the parties that AMIS is an impartial force deployed to assist the people of the region and the parties to the conflict.  He calls on the Government of Sudan and the rebel movements to assist in bringing those responsible to account without delay.  The Secretary-General reminds the Government that it has the ultimate responsibility for the protection of peacekeepers and humanitarian workers.

“The Secretary-General calls on the Government and the rebel movements to take immediate steps to stabilize the situation in Darfur, and at the same time engage seriously in the talks in Abuja with a view to reaching an early political settlement.”

**Secretary-General in Geneva
I’ll just mention a couple of things the Secretary-General did in Geneva.

He addressed a symposium of Swiss bankers and other leading members of the Geneva financial community on microfinance and small business finance, aimed at contributing to the UN Year of Microcredit 2005.

“Microfinance is gaining acceptance”, he said, saying that where businesses are given a chance to develop, countries are more likely to flourish.  The Secretary-General added, “Where people have a stake, a start, a piece of ownership, they are more likely to prosper.”  And we have copies of his statement upstairs.

He also went to the UNAIDS office in Geneva and met with a group of HIV-positive staff, whom he applauded for their courage at helping to bring down the barriers of discrimination.

And on Saturday evening, the Secretary-General attended the United against Malaria concert taking place in Geneva, saying that it was “not an event.  It’s a movement”.  He urges those participating to stick to their effort to ensure that we can have a more equitable world.  And we have his statement delivered at the concert upstairs, as well. (See also Press Release SG/SM/10151.)

**Statement on Liberia
Turning to Liberia, I have statement on the elections.

“The Secretary-General is pleased that the Liberian presidential and parliamentary elections are to take place as scheduled tomorrow, 11 October.  The issues emanating from the Supreme Court rulings have been resolved through consultations conducted by the ECOWAS Mediator, General Abdulsalami Abubakar, former Head of State of Nigeria.  The Secretary-General would like to thank the candidates who have agreed to withdraw their claims for their demonstration of flexibility.  He also thanks General Abubakar, who, together with the UN, worked tirelessly towards ensuring that the elections would take place in accordance with the Comprehensive Peace Agreement and the electoral timetable.  

“UNMIL is providing technical and logistical support to the elections, as well as security, along with Liberia's security agencies.  The Secretary-General calls on all Liberians to participate in large numbers and in a peaceful manner in this historic election.”  

And that statement is available upstairs.

**Democratic Republic of Congo
The UN Mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (MONUC) has sent units to two small villages in south Kivu where some 15 persons were slaughtered overnight by men with machetes. 

Witnesses identified the killers as Rwandan Hutus, the Mission said.  MONUC medical teams are assisting the wounded, and armed units are securing the area.  The Secretary-General’s Special Representative, William Swing, will visit the area tomorrow. 

** Iraq
Turning to Iraq, Ashraf Qazi, the Secretary-General’s Special Representative for Iraq, was in Kirkuk over the weekend, where he met with delegations from the city’s Turkmen and Arab communities, as well as the head of the Kirkuk Normalization Committee.

Qazi discussed how to ensure the integrity of the 15 October constitutional referendum, as well as the forthcoming elections in December.  And we have a full statement on his visit upstairs.

**Security Council
The Security Council will meet at 3 p.m. today on Sudan.  The Assistant Secretary-General for Peacekeeping Operations, Hédi Annabi, is expected to brief the Council on the latest developments in that country.

**Budget
We received a check last week from Bulgaria, which brought the number of fully paid-up Member States to 126.  And the Bulgarians gave $302,000 and some change... well change is all relative.

**Press Conferences
Press conferences this afternoon.  At 4 p.m., the Permanent Mission of the Czech Republic will be sponsoring a press conference by the representatives of Association of South-East Asian Nations (ASEAN) Inter-Parliamentary Caucus on Democracy in Burma.  Tomorrow, we will have Jose Antonio Campo to brief you on the United Nations World Economic and Social Survey 2005.

**Questions and Answers
Question:  Two questions, the first is on Sudan.  Why aren’t you saying who killed the African peacekeepers?  The bullets didn’t fall out of the sky.  And the second is, I’m curious as to what happened on Friday?  The Secretary-General announces in Geneva that there’s a major Kosovo report, he gives the main thrust of it and then hours and hours later it comes out here, when people are on European deadlines and so forth.  A, it seems like whoever made that decision in the Secretariat is stepping on the Secretary-General’s parade that he hoped would be out by the way he spoke in Geneva.  And b, I’m not sure what message the UN wants to get out.  If you don’t know, you know Security Council members had to fax that report which was not on e-mail to a variety of correspondents who then distributed it among themselves, and that is a very dumb way to do things.  Then the statement on the Moroccan refugees in Spain comes out at 7 p.m. at night for reasons beyond me since that was 12 hours old and that’s on a Friday.  So I’m not sure about who was making decisions on Friday on when to release this.

Spokesman:  As far as the Kosovo report, the way it’s been explained to me is that it had to go not only to Security Council members, but both parties in Belgrade and Pristina, and we had to wait until that happened.  On the Friday statement, we’ve been there before.  Statements are in the pipeline and we try to get them through the pipeline as quickly as possible and we are very aware of everybody’s deadlines.  And as for Sudan, I will check for you what assistance the UN Mission will be giving to the African Union in trying -– well, I’m sure that they would like to know, as well.

Question:  In fact, I think they have announced it.  I’m just not sure what you have not put it in the statement.

Spokesman:  I’m sure if we haven’t put it in, it’s because we’re not in a position to confirm it at this point.

Question:  I have an announcement from the Greek Foreign Ministry here.  It says that they instructed the Greek Permanent Representative to return the proposal by Mr. [Matthew] Nimetz on the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia (FYROM) as unacceptable.  Any comments?

Spokesman:  We’ve seen those press reports, I know Mr. Nimetz has been in touch with both sides over the last few days.  I don’t have anything further to add to that.  We are expecting to hear from Mr. Nimetz this afternoon at which point I can give you an update.

Question:  Before he submitted the proposals, did he inform the Secretary-General or can you tell us if he spoke with anybody at the State Department?

Spokesman:  That’s a question we’ll put to him this afternoon.

Question:  Is he still a negotiator, because there are rumours the Greeks don’t want to speak to him any more?

Spokesman:  I am not aware and have not been told of any change in the status or Mr. Nimetz.

Questions:  Any update on Eritrea’s ban on flights?

Spokesman:  There’s been no change on that ban. Our helicopters are still not flying and we still have not received an explanation from the Eritrean side. 

Question:  Can you keep us posted on how long you can last and how many outposts are being shut down in Eritrea?

Spokesman:  Sure.  I will get you an update on that.

Question:  Do you know if anyone from this Building is planning to go to Cyprus in the next few days?

Spokesman:  Not that I’ve been told, but we have a lot of people in this Building.

Briefing by the Spokesperson for the General Assembly President
This morning, the President of the General Assembly opened the plenary by expressing the Assembly’s solidarity with the people of Pakistan and its neighbours India and Afghanistan, who have been tragically affected by the devastating earthquake this weekend.  He said that the earthquake, and also the flooding and mudslides in Guatemala and neighbouring countries, remind us not only of the power of nature but of the need for a quick, coordinated international response at times such as these. 

Also this morning, the Assembly held elections for five non-permanent members of the Security Council.   Congo, Ghana and Qatar were elected for the three seats to be filled by African and Asian States.   Slovakia was elected for the one seat to be filled by Eastern European States.   Peru was elected for the one seat to be filled by Latin American and Caribbean States, with 144 votes, versus 43 for Nicaragua. 

This afternoon, the plenary will be taking up the reports of the International Tribunals for Rwanda and the former Yugoslavia. 

Regarding follow-up to the World Summit, tomorrow morning the first round of informal consultations of the plenary will be held on the Human Rights Council.  A letter by the President was circulated on Friday setting out the main elements for discussions:  the status of the Council, its mandate and functions; its size, composition and membership; and its rules of procedure and methods of work.  The letter is available online and in the Spokesman’s Office.  The President will be assisted on this issue by his co-Chairs, Ambassador Arias of Panama and Ambassador Kumalo of South Africa.

On the Peacebuilding Commission, following Friday’s informal plenary meeting, the two co-Chairs, the Ambassadors of Denmark and Tanzania, are continuing to consult and will be circulating a new letter to all Member States in preparation for the next meeting on Wednesday morning, 12 October, with a view to submitting a draft resolution as soon as possible.

All the Main Committees are continuing their work today. 
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