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Treaty to ban POPs to come into force

 An international treaty banning the world's most dangerous pesticides, industrial chemicals and hazardous by-products of combustion will enter into force on May 17 now that 50 countries have ratified the pact, the United Nations has announced.

The 2001 Stockholm Convention on Persistent Organic Pollutants (POPs) bans a dozen potentially lethal and deforming toxic substances, which travel through the environment far beyond their original source and endure for years or even decades. 

"Of all the pollutants released into the environment every year by human activity, POPs are the most dangerous," said Klaus Toepfer, Executive Director of the UN Environment Programme under whose auspices the treaty was negotiated.

"For decades these highly toxic chemicals have killed and injured people and wildlife by inducing cancer and damaging the nervous, reproductive and immune systems. They have also caused uncounted birth defects," he added in a statement.

The 90-day countdown to the convention's entry into force was triggered Tuesday with France's ratification. Canada was the first country to ratify, on May 23, 2001. The 12 POPs are aldrin, chlordane, DDT, dieldrin, endrin, heptachlor, mirex, toxaphene, polychlorinated biphenols (PCBs),hexachlorobenzene, dioxins and furans.

Most will be banned at once, but use of DDT for disease vector control under World Health Organisation guidelines is considered acceptable because it is still essential in many countries to control malaria transmission by mosquitoes. A Review Committee will regularly consider additional substances to be added to the list of those banned.
______________________________________________________________________________________

Xinhua News Agency

February 19, 2004, Thursday 11:16 AM Eastern Time
 COP-7 ministers call for more protected areas

BODY:
KUALA LUMPUR, Feb. 19 (Xinhua) --Ministers responsible for environmental affairs Thursday evening adopted the Kuala Lumpur Declaration calling for more protected areas and transfer of the sound technology to preserve biological diversity.

The declaration is the outcome of the 7th Conference of Parties to the Convention on Biodiversity (COP-7) which was held on Wednesday and Thursday here. 

Delegations from 123 countries, including 78 ministers and deputy ministers as well as representatives of non-governmental organizations attended the conference.

The declaration called for an international regime on access and benefit sharing, which would provide developing countries and indigenous peoples with a fair and equitable share in the benefits from their genetic resources.

It also called for indicators and incentives to meet the 2010 target of significantly reducing biodiversity loss which was set during the 2002 World Summit on Sustainable Development.

An unacceptable rate of about 60,000 species become extinct each year, according to Klaus Toepfer, the United Nations Environment Program Executive Director.

The declaration affirmed the significant role of indigenous peoples and local communities in conservation and sustainable use of biological resources.

It also urged governments to set up a mechanism for continuing scientific assessment and to support the development of national and regional centers of excellence to assist developing countries and countries with economies in transition to exchange experiences.

The convention was opened for signature at the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development in Rio de Janeiro in June 1992. It entered into force on Dec. 29 1993 and currently has 188 parties. ______________________________________________________________________________________

Reuters

World said slipping in goal of fresh water to poor
OSLO - The world is slipping behind a U.N. goal of supplying fresh water by 2015 to more than half a billion people in developing nations who currently lack it, the head of a U.N. Commission said. 

Governments agreed at a 2002 Earth Summit in Johannesburg to work out by next year national plans for halving the proportion of people with no access to fresh water by 2015, now 1.2 billion people or one in five of the world population. 

"These plans will not be in place in all countries by 2005," said Boerge Brende, chairman of the U.N. Commission on Sustainable Development which follows up the Johannesburg goals. 

"It's clear that some countries haven't thought about it so far...and it's often the countries that are worst off in water," he told a news conference. "We must have plans in place or we don't have a chance of reaching the 2015 goals." 

Brende, who is also Norway's environment minister, said about 100 environment ministers would meet in New York on April 14-30 to review the water targets, and a related goal of improving sanitation for an estimated 2.4 billion people. 

He said the water targets were "still doable...but it will be a big challenge". Sub-Saharan Africa faces the biggest problems while India and China seem better prepared despite their huge populations. 

Fresh water would have spin-off benefits in curbing poverty, improving health or even in defusing potential conflicts in areas with shared rivers, Brende said. 

WATER FLASHPOINTS 

The Middle East or central Asia could be flashpoints in future with no proper management of scant water resources. 

"And 70 percent of those who are sick in India are ill because of water-related illnesses," Brende said. 

"In Africa one of the main reasons why girls do not go to school is that they spend half their day fetching water and the other half looking for firewood. So there's no time for education," he said. 

Brende said that the water goal meant that 300,000 people needed to gain access to fresh supplies every day. "In the 1980s, the so-called water decade, we managed 250,000 people a day over 10 years," he said. "But it wasn't properly planned." 

He said that many water pumps set up in Africa in the 1980s were not in use because of a lack of spare parts. Elsewhere, water supplies have been polluted by sewage. 

In Nairobi, Brende said slum dwellers had to use bottled water, costing more than petrol, while less impoverished people with piped supplies got water cheap because of subsidies. 

And in some nations irrigation systems had siphoned off fresh water to crops. The Aral Sea in central Asia has shrunk to a quarter of its original size due to water use by cotton farmers. 

Story by Alister Doyle 

_________________________________________________________________________________________

Reuters

World Treaty May Become New Focus for GMO Debate 

BRUSSELS - Bitter transatlantic divisions over the safety of genetically modified foods may soon be smoothed over, but the gradual enforcement of a global treaty on importing GM products may throw up new barriers to future trade. 

In the United States, at least 70 percent of supermarket foods contain GM organisms (GMOs) and most consumers shrug off claims from green groups that these products may be harmful. 

But in Europe, they are widely regarded as "Frankenstein Foods" and are shunned by an overwhelming number of consumers. 

Diplomats say developing nations, mostly those in Asia and Africa that need food aid, are caught between the two powers. Washington says it is helping feed the Third World with its GM grain, but Brussels says the Americans are dumping surpluses. 

At loggerheads for years with EU nations over GM foods, the United States has now chosen the World Trade Organization (WTO) as its battleground. 

Last year, Washington made good on repeated threats to retaliate over EU biotech policy, which it says has no scientific justification. It filed a WTO suit claiming its farmers were losing some $300 million a year due to lost sales. 

The EU may soon lift its unofficial five-year ban on new GM crops and products with the expected approval in the next few months for imports of a engineered sweet maize known as Bt-11. 

While this might be enough to pacify Washington in the short term and stave off the immediate WTO threat, the acid test will be for the EU to allow new GM seeds for planting in its fields. 

U.S. biotech firms will watch this closely, diplomats say, and view any EU authorization of "live" GMOs as a chance to market their products in Europe - adding to the likely rise in trade if the EU allows imports of new GMO products like Bt-11. 

"They (European Commission) will want to give a positive signal across the Atlantic that we take this seriously," said one diplomat. "Bt-11 will help, but (Washington) will want to see a proper commitment to getting live GMOs for planting." 

PROTOCOL MAY SQUEEZE TRADE 

While a main U.S. concern is to resume shipping GM grain to Europe, this trade could be squeezed by the rules of the U.N. Cartagena Protocol, which aims for transparency in GMO trade. Signatory countries now number more than 80 and will meet this month in Malaysia to discuss how to implement the protocol, their first meeting since it came into force in September. 

The protocol obliges exporters to provide more information about GM products like maize and soybeans before any shipment to recipient countries, to help them decide whether to accept it. 

Under its provisions, a nation may reject GMO imports or donations - even without scientific proof - if it fears they pose a danger to traditional crops, undermine local cultures or cut the value of biodiversity to indigenous communities. 

U.S. officials say they want to see proper implementation of the protocol by its signatories, in line with WTO rules. If not, this would harm trade and could be challenged. 

"We are certainly very concerned that there could be disruption of trade if the implementation of the protocol isn't done properly," a U.S. government official said. 

"If there is some way that the parties implement the protocol that is inconsistent with the provisions of the WTO, then we would certainly want to have that addressed at the WTO." 

Although many African nations are prone to food shortages, countries like Zimbabwe, Zambia and Mozambique have voiced concerns about accepting GM maize donations - saying GMOs have not been fully tested for environmental or health effects. 

CAN U.S. EXPORTERS COMPLY? 

The United States, where most GMOs originate, has not signed the Cartagena agreement and looks unlikely to do so in the short term, insisting GMOs are no different from natural organisms. 

Along with major GMO exporters Canada, Australia and Argentina, the United States says GM crops are safe, can increase yields and resist destructive pests. 

But the EU takes a diametrically opposed view and has introduced tough rules on traceability and labeling of GMOs in foods and animal feed that go beyond the Cartagena requirements. 

The question is: if the EU does lift its ban, will U.S. exporters be able to comply with Europe's stringent new rules? "It's our hope that we can come to an agreement with all the parties on documentation that would give all countries, including the African countries, the information that they need and the ability for them to assess the risk of these products, in an intelligent fashion," the U.S. government official said. 

EU diplomats are not so sure, since GM products have long been sold in the United States without special labels - making it difficult for U.S. exporters to comply with EU regulations. 

"There would be no way of telling what was in any particular grain shipment," the diplomat said. "If they start re-shipping, which must be the game plan with GM...then they would have to confront it (traceability and labeling) in some way." 

EU consumers themselves might hold the key. Given their high degree of opposition to GM foods, supermarkets are already reluctant to ramp up their small ranges of GM produce - so U.S. exporters might struggle to find much of a market in Europe. 

Story by Jeremy Smith 

Story Date: 20/2/2004 



Reuters

White House Improved Its Global Warming Plan – Study

WASHINGTON - The Bush administration's controversial plans for studying global warming are "much improved" but need to be put into effect immediately, with enough money to do so, independent experts said this week. 

The report from the National Research Council came on the same day that a group of 60 scientists and environmentalists backed a report from the Union of Concerned Scientists accusing the White House of distorting scientific findings to suit its own policies. 

Among the cases cited by the report is the stance on climate change. The White House has argued that the causes of climate change have yet to be proven, saying natural factors could be as important as human industry. 

It disregards a virtual worldwide consensus that human industrial activity is to blame for much of the steady warming of the planet's climate over the past century. 

Groups such as the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, the American Geophysical Union and the National Academy of Sciences - itself an independent group appointed to advise the government - all agree that human-caused emissions must be curbed. 

The United States was widely criticized for refusing to back the 1997 Kyoto protocol, a global plan for slowing global warming by reducing so-called greenhouse emissions. 

It stalled after President Bush pulled out the United States, the world's biggest polluter, in 2001. 

In 2002 the U.S. Climate Change Science Program was formed to coordinate climate change research among 13 federal agencies. 

The NRC, one of the National Academies, criticized the plan then but says in its report released this week that it has improved. 

In particular, it welcomed the plan's new focus on studying how climate change will affect ecosystems and people, as well as on research to help the government decide how best to slow climate change and adapt to its effects. 

But the group said the plan must be funded to be effective. 

"There is no evidence in the plan or elsewhere of a commitment to provide the necessary funds for these newer or expanded program elements," the report reads. 

It also said the "presence of high-level political leaders in CCSP management should help the program secure resources," but said it may create the image of political influence. 

It recommended the CCSP ask for independent oversight. 

Story Date: 20/2/2004 
ENS

Your Couch and Computer May Be Poisoning You 
By J.R. Pegg 
WASHINGTON, DC, February 19, 2004 (ENS) - There is growing concern about the adverse health impacts from the use of polybrominated diphenyl ethers (PBDEs), which are added to plastics, electronics, upholstery textiles, and construction materials as components of a common fire retardant. Scientists have linked the chemicals to neurological damage and have found them in the breast milk of American women at levels higher than anywhere else in the world. 

PBDEs - developed in the 1960s - are extremely persistent and accumulate in the body, much like mercury, lead and polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs). 

How the chemicals get into the environment is still uncertain, but PBDEs are being found worldwide in house dust, indoor and outdoor air as well as in the water and sediments of rivers, estuaries and oceans. 

Last year the state of California passed a law to phase out two types of PBDEs - penta and octa - by 2008, but the federal government has been slow to regulate the chemicals. 

In November 2003, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) brokered a deal with manufacturer Great Lakes Chemical to voluntarily end production and sale of these two PBDEs. 
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Brominated flame retardants are found in upholstery and furniture foam cushions. (Photo credit unknown)
The company is the only U.S. manufacturer of penta and one of a small number of octa manufacturers - penta is primarily used in furniture foam and octa in plastics for personal computers and small appliances. 

The EPA said it will work with the other U.S. manufacturers of octa to seek their support for a complete phase out, but added that it has not concluded that PBDEs pose an unreasonable risk to human health or the environment. 

In announcing the deal last year, the agency said it does not believe that there is a need to remove or replace products that may contain PBDEs. 

But environmentalists and public health advocates say aggressive action is warranted, in particular in light of new evidence about the adverse health impacts from a third type of PBDE - known as decabrominated diphenyl ether (deca). 

Deca is the most heavily used of the PBDEs - it is added to televisions, stereos, computers, hair dryers, toasters, draperies, and upholstery fabrics. 
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Computers and accessories contain brominated flame retardants. (Photo credit unknown)
In 2001 alone, North American industry used 49 million pounds of deca, accounting for almost half the world market. California's ban did not include deca because the science was incomplete and the chemical industry argued that deca molecules were too big to be absorbed by people's bodies. 

But several recent studies summarized in a new report from the U.S. Public Interest Research Group suggest strict action on deca is necessary. 

"The latest science clearly points to the need for a federal ban of deca and other toxic flame retardants," said the report's coauthor Meghan Purvis. 

Researchers have found that deca - although less easily absorbed by the body than other PBDEs - breaks down under sunlight and during metabolic processes into chemical components of penta. 

Deca escapes into the environment because it is not chemically bound products to which it is added. Within the home, Deca has been found in household dust and as a film coating the surfaces of windows. It also escapes from products in landfills to spread through air and water. 

Scientists have found deca in human blood and breast milk in the bodies of electronics workers as well as in people who had not been exposed in the workplace. 

One recent study of American women's breast milk found levels of deca in 16 of 20 women tested, and a study from the University of Texas found a maximum level of Deca 40 times higher than industry's estimated maximum body burden for women who disassemble deca-containing computers for a living. 
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Brominated flame retardants in landfilled computer junk emit pollutants into the air and water. (Photo courtesy Silicon Valley Toxics Coalition)
Purvis says the EPA's inaction on deca - and the other PBDEs - is the norm, rather than the exception, when it comes to chemicals regulation. 

The 1976 Toxic Substances Control Act gave the EPA authority to ban chemicals, but must take on such a great burden for action that they have not banned a chemical since PCBs were banned in 1976. 

As a result, chemicals like deca can be on the market for decades before their threat to human health is discovered because national policy presumes chemicals are safe until proven beyond a doubt to cause harm. 

"Mothers and their children should not be involuntary test subjects for the effects of Deca and other toxic chemicals," Purvis said. "We cannot continue to expose children or adults to harmful chemicals like deca while we wait for health impacts to develop. Harmful chemicals should not be placed on the market in the first place." 

But industry groups note that a recent risk assessment by the European Union found little public health risk from deca and argue forcing a switch to other flame retardants could result in the use of a less proven and potentially more harmful chemical. 

Purvis says there are safe alternatives to deca and the other PBDEs that meet fire safety standards. 

She noted that Ericsson, a global manufacturer of cell phones and other electronics, has banned deca and other PBDEs from its products and applications and found replacements at comparable cost. 

The European Union has banned the use of all PBDEs in consumer electronics beginning in mid-2006.

Dawn

KARACHI: Recycling of waste water may save billions 

KARACHI, Feb 18: An estimated 975.771 million gallons of water goes waste annually in Pakistan, a country perpetually exposed to varied degrees of water crisis each year in the backdrop of long summer spells and fast depleting water resources. 

The scenario, according to global data, is leading to a situation where Pakistan may be officially declared a 'water deficit country' by 2006. This is ironically in a situation where the very 975.771 million gallons, or 4.43 billion cubic meters (bcm), of waste water is sufficient enough to help generate five billion kilowatts of electricity, worth Rs21 billion, again in a country compelled to resort to loadshedding in hot, sweltering seasons. 

To discuss the situation and come forward with concrete recommendations for re-use, recycling and adequate application of the essential commodity otherwise going dissipating at the cost of quality existence of masses and national economy. 

A workshop on Re-use of City Effluents, was held here on Wednesday under the aegis of the Pakistan Water Partnership (PWP) in collaboration with the IUCN and Hisaar Foundation. 

Speakers, including Mir Hussain Ali, DCO Karachi, Mirza Hamid Hasan, Chief Executive of the PWP, Amjad Habib, Project Manager of the KWSB, in their respective presentations, explicitly discussed the effluent issues in context of Pakistan as well as Karachi. 

They reminded the audience that of the total 4.43bcm waste water produced in Pakistan, 3.060 bcm (674,009 million gallons) came from municipal and 1.370 bcm (301,752 million gallons) from industrial use. 

The tremendous amount of waste water generated from the two sources, said Sardar Mohammad Tariq from PWP, was sufficient enough not only to generate electricity but a mere 60 per cent of the cited waste water, if adequately treated, could also irrigate vast tracts (estimated 6.9 million hectares) of land. 

Mir Hussain Ali, in his presentation Broader Perspective of Effluents in Pakistan mentioned that 50 per cent i.e. no less than six million, people of Karachi were denied of potable water besides having no access to sanitation. 

The DCO's observation was complemented by Amjad Habib of the KWSB who maintained that of the 315 million gallon daily (mgd) of sewerage generated in city from varied sources, only 90mgd could be treated while optimum design capacity of sewerage treatment plants in city was 151mgd. 

Amjad Habib, on the occasion, also mentioned that expansion of sewage treatment capacity in Karachi was largely dependable on availability of resources. 

Mirza Hamid Hasan, among other facts, particularly referred to contamination of river Indus and its distributaries due to agriculture practices and wastes. According to him, excessive use of pesticides, unsuitable cultivation and waterlogging and salinity were playing havoc with national economy as well as those dependent on agriculture. 

Other speakers, in their presentations, regretted absence of a water conservation law in the country, lack of public awareness about the issue and importance of water recycling. 

Limited operational authority on part of environment protection agencies and the procedure set for environmental tribunals was also viewed with deep concern. 

Participants of the workshop represented environmental lawyers, Pakistan Tanners Association, KWSB, Defence Housing Authority, Karachi Port Trust, Sindh Environmental Protection Agency, Karachi City Government, IUCN, WWF, Pakistan Water Partnership, Organization of Water and Power, Sindh Industrial Trading Estate, Korangi Association of Trade and Industry, Sindh Planning and Development Department, National Drainage Programme, ASR International, Sindh Development Studies Centre, Women and Water Network, Basic Urban Services for Kutchi Abadis (Busti), National Institute of Oceanography and Hisaar Foundation. 

They divided themselves into three different groups which came forward with their respective recommendation in accordance with Regulatory and Punitive Laws, Institutional Setup and Technical Options aimed at timely and efficient handling of the situation. 

The group that discussed Technical Options referred to inadequate infrastructure and suggested modification and upgradation of the same suggesting that industrial and municipal effluents must be treated separately. 

The group discussing Institutional Setup stressed the need for strengthening the KWSB and particularly enhancing its capability to cater reuse as well as marketing provisions of treated effluent. 

Those who discussed the regulatory aspects of the issue were extremely critical of non-existent and non-functioning status of environment protection laws and the agencies authorized to guarantee the same. 

Attributing the situation to lack of political will, they urged those at the helm of the affairs to ensure devolution of power in its true sense besides making the concerned law mandatory and not discretionary. -APP 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

ENS

 Human Behavior Key to Preventing Oil Spills at Sea 
BRUSSELS, Belgium, February 19, 2004 (ENS) - The European Union's response to recent maritime disasters had missed the key point - the human factor, the European Parliament's Temporary Committee on Safety at Sea was told on Wednesday. 

Eduardo Chagas, of the Maritime Transport Section of the European Transport Workers' Federation (ETF), told the committee that the prime causes of tanker casualties like the "Prestige" oil spill off the Galician coast of Spain in November 2002, and the "Erika" spill off the Brittany coast of France in December 1999, were not structural but human. 

The European Union has responded by passing laws that ban the transport of heavy oils in single hull vessels, phase out single hull tankers entirely, and impose a set of restrictions on all tankers based on the age of the vessels. 

Grounding and collisions, situations closely related to human behavior, accounted for almost 50 percent of incidents, while only around 11 percent were related to hull failure, Chagas told the Members of the European Parliament (MEPs). He urged that human conditions in the maritime sector should be taken more seriously, especially in EU legislation. 

Flags of convenience and false certificates for merchant navy officers were the issues that most needed to be tackled, Chagas said. 
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The "Prestige" wallows in heavy seas off the coast of Spain, November 13, 2002. (Photo courtesy Xunta de Galicia)
The union representative told the astonished lawmakers that one of his colleagues had managed to "buy" an official captain's certificate in Panama by just sending a fax with some personal data and paying a certain amount of money. 

Chagas also expressed concern about the tendency to criminalize seafarers such as the master of the oil tanker "Prestige," which sank off the Spanish coast on November 19, 2002. 

More than a year later, Captain Apostolos Mangouras is still under detention in Spain, held against a bail of three million euros, and Chagas says that is wrong. 
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Prestige Captain Apostolos Mangouras is led away to prison by Spanish law enforcement officers. (Photo courtesy Terra)
"We believe this case provides another example of masters and officers becoming a convenient scapegoat for an accident in the absence of other accessible parties and has highlighted once again the need for internationally agreed measures to protect seafarers from unjust criminalization," said Chagas. 

For thousands of today's international seafarers life at sea is "a modern form of slavery" and their workplace is "a slave ship." 

The debate generated by the "Prestige" is in grave danger of missing the key point, said the ETF representative, that it pays to run a substandard ship. 

Chagas urged MEPs to press the Commission to take account of human element issues when drafting the "Erika III package" announced for this year. The Erika sank off the French Atlantic coast, spreading 15,000 tons of oil along the coast of southern Brittany during the winter of 1999. A report issued by the European Union blamed the poor condition of the ship for the spill, but Chagas said humans were also responsible. 

Two Spanish professors, Fernando Gonzalez Laxe of the University of La Coruna and Juan Zamora Terres of the Technical University of Catalonia, gave their view on the disaster with the "Prestige" off the Galician coast. 

Laxe told MEPs that 50 percent of ships on the world's oceans today are sailing under a flag of convenience, 70 percent of oil tankers still are single-hull tankers and about 40 percent of vessels are more than 20 years old. It was of great importance that practice of buying a ship and using it for a short period should be stopped. 

Spill from the "Prestige" washes onto the Spanish coast. (Photo courtesy NASA)
Chagas agreed. There are many "free riders" running vessels all over the world, he said, therefore, the role of flag states should come under the spotlight, as many flag states do not even enforce minimum international standards. 

Terres called on the European Union and the Member States to make their maritime administration more professional, so that the system of flags of convenience could finally be stopped. 

Professor P.K. Mukherjee of the Malmo World Maritime University also told the panel that the human factor in maritime safety and environmental protection is vital. 

At the center of global concern over maritime safety and environmental protection is the human element in all its facets, Mukherjee said, urging "serious review" of the status of the seafaring profession at all levels and in all parts of the world including Europe. 

A range of other experts appeared before the committee. Speaking for the French shipowners' organization Armateurs de France, Edouard Berlet said French shipowners have adopted a Blue Charter aimed at improving maritime safety on a voluntary basis. 

Oil spilled from the Erika fouls the French coast December 1999. (Photo courtesy the French Navy)
The same message came from Jan Koperniecki, chairman of the Oil Companies International Maritime Forum. He claimed his organization would not have used a 25 year old tanker like the "Prestige" but he also insisted that the key to improved maritime safety is active enforcement of existing law. 

Council President-in-Office Dermot Ahern and Captain Liam Kirwan of the Irish Coastguard explained how the Irish authorities dealt with maritime disasters, while Robin Middleton, UK Secretary of State Representative, described the British approach. 

On behalf of the Baltic Marine Environment Protection Commission, Anne Christiane Brusendorff informed MEPs about the special problems of maritime safety in the Baltic Sea, where oil tankers, in particular from the Russian Federation, pose a serious risk to the environment. 

The 44 member Temporary Committee on Safety at Sea was established by the European Parliament in November 2003 for a term of six months. 

Its job is to examine in detail recent maritime disasters, in particular the "Prestige" and the "Erika." 

The panel is tasked with analysis of the social and economic consequences of these disasters, with regard to fisheries, industry and tourism, as well as the environment and health. 

The committee will assess maritime safety standards more generally and the application of these standards by the European Union member states in compliance with EU and international law, and propose any measures it believes are necessary in its report due later this year.
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UN in the news

UNCCD Urges Commitment to Address Biodiversity in Drylands Under Threat

United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification (Bonn-Kuala Lumpur. The United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD) called upon all Parties to the UNCCD and the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) to carry out synergistic initiatives at the national and local levels aimed at overcoming the challenge of environmental degradation that jeopradises the world's ecological goods and services for future generations. "The threats facing the biodiversity of drylands, more particularly droughts and desertification, compel us all to focus our attention in this area," said Hama Arba Diallo, Executive Secretary of the UNCCD at the seventh session of the Conference of the Parties of the CBD. Biodiversity in these lands is unique in its ability to survive in and adapt to low rainfall and prolonged droughts. However, the existing biodiversity is critical to functioning of these ecosystems and the loss of a few species in a dryland ecosystem may reduce its resilience significantly. In order to better assess the land condition and biodiversity in drylands so as to identify the cause and effect relationship between land degradation, biodiversity and human livelihoods and to develop strategies that incorporate both the bio-physical and human dimensions in sustainable land and ecosystem management, subsidiary bodies of the two Conventions have called upon several international organizations to undertake a Global Land Degradation Assessment of Drylands (LADA) as well as the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (MEA). Further, from 5 to 7 April 2004, a workshop will be held between the secretariats of the UNCCD, CBD and the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change entitled "Forests and Forest Ecosystems: Promoting Synergy in the Implementation of the three Rio Conventions," to investigate the potential and constraints of forest ecosystems for synergistic strategies.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200402190725.html
General environment news

30m At Risk of Drinking Dirty Water

The East African Standard (Nairobi): Only one million people out of the country's 31 million have access to clean water, the Government conceded yesterday. The grim statistics were issued by the Permanent Secretary in the Ministry of Water Resource Management and Development, Prof. George Krhoda. Krhoda further said gaps in resource and capacity by his ministry meant 1,000 Kenyan's are daily being added to the list of people who face the same danger of infection by water-borne diseases. He said majority of Kenyans do not have access to safe drinking water and improved sanitation. The ministry has a paltry budget allocation equivalent to Sh200 per person to provide water for domestic, industrial and irrigation consumption among other services. "Quite often, we lack capacity to monitor every water project or programme in the country, "Krhoda said. The PS was speaking at a Nairobi hotel before launching a Sh2 million Kenya Breweries Ltd. Water of Life project to be undertaken in Nyatigo village in Kisumu district.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200402190703.html
Ghana creates wildlife corridors 

Accra, Ghana (PANA) - The Ghanaian government has created two wildlife corridors in the north of the country to provide safe passage for the seasonal movement of animals along protected zones in Ghana, Burkina Faso in the north and Togo in the east, officials said Thursday. The Ghana Forestry Department said the first corridor stretches from the Mole National Park in Ghana to the Nazinga Game Reserve in Burkina Faso.  The Burkina Faso and northeastern border of Ghana with Togo. The corridors were created as part of the savanna ecosystem preservation zones to facilitate the free movement of game and wildlife between conservation zones in Ghana and its neighbours, and also to eliminate poaching. The safe passage would improve crossbreeding of wildlife and the restocking of endangered species within the conservation zones.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng031617&dte=19/02/2004
SA, Palestinian authority sign water agreement 

Johannesburg, South Africa (PANA) - The South African government and the Palestinian authority have signed a Memorandum of Understanding for co-operation on water management, especially groundwater, water harvesting and conservation. A statement by the South African Department of Water Affairs and Forestry said Wednesday the agreement was signed in Palestine Tuesday by South African Minister Ronnie Kasrils and Palestinian Minister of Agriculture, Rawhi Fattouh. The accord binds the two countries to co-operate in international Trans-boundary water agreements, drought mitigation, combating desertification, afforestation, and other related fields. The co-operation includes training and workshops, study tours, exchange of expertise and visits, exchange of data and information, and research results. Both sides agreed to produce a detailed plan of action to implement the Memorandum of Understanding in two years.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng031497&dte=18/02/2004
SA to Launch Second Environmental Court

BuaNews (Pretoria): Poachers in the Eastern Cape have better watch out, as law enforcement agencies are serious about protecting the country's marine resources. Environmental Affairs and Tourism Minister Valli Moosa and Justice Minister Penuell Maduna will launch the country's second Environmental Court in Port Elizabeth next week to break the back of this organized crime. The court will be the second after the launch of the Hermanus Court in the Western Cape that opened its doors early last year. The establishment is a partnership between the two departments as part of government's efforts to clamp down on organized syndicates who indiscriminately plunder the country's marine resources. The court will focus on the prosecution of environmental-related offences, with a particular focus on abalone related crime.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200402190353.html
Prospects for Environment Fund Now Better

The Nation (Nairobi): Kenya is now sure to secure funding for the implementation of the second phase of the Lake Victoria Environmental Management Project (LVEMP). This follows great strides made in improved efficiency and transparent cash distribution in the country's eight components of the regional donor-funded project since the Kenya Agricultural Research Institute (Kari) assumed its management. Previously, the project was under the ministry of Environment and Natural Resources. Last year, the World Bank threatened to stop its funding over concerns that Kenya was lagging behind in the implementation of the first phase of the project established in 1994, following a tripartite agreement signed between the three East African countries. Whereas Tanzania and Uganda had well exhausted their $77.6 million granted by the Global Environment Facility (GEF) and the International Development Association (IDA), Kenya had only spent Sh390 million ($5.4m) out Sh890 million ($12.5m) it had been granted. Then, it had appeared that Kenya could not enter into the second phase. Yesterday, Kari director Romano Kiome announced that Kenya had managed to have the deadline of the first phase pushed forward. It now runs to mid 2005. Initially, the phase was to have been concluded by December this year. However, Dr Kiome said the modalities on how the funding would be shared among the three countries were yet to be discussed.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200402190102.html
__________________________________________________________________________________________ ROAP Media Update – 20 February 2004

_____________________________________________________

UN or UNEP in the news

Biosafety pact members to meet
Irib – Iran, Tehran, Feb 19 - Governments that have signed the United Nations cartagena protocol on biosafety -- a pact protecting natural biological diversity from organisms modified by modern biotechnology -- will meet for the first time next week in Malaysia to discuss capacity-building, the UN Environment Program (UNEP) said Tuesday.

http://www.iribnews.com/Full_en.asp?news_id=198830 

General Environment News

Indonesia calls on Malaysia to help stop illegal logging 
Go Asia Pacific News, Feb 20, 2004 - Indonesia has appealed to its neighbour Malaysia for help in tackling the trade in illegal timber from its forests.
Indonesia's Environment Minister, Nabiel Makarim, has also defended his country's call for a ban on Malaysian timber in Europe.
http://www.goasiapacific.com/news/GoAsiaPacificBNA_1049215.htm 

Scores Killed in Iran Train Blast 
Tehran Times, Feb 19, 2004 - NEYSHABUR, Khorasan Prov. (Dispatches) -- A freight train has exploded in northeast Iran, causing large-scale loss of life and massive destruction. The exact number killed is unclear, but Iranian TV says 180 died when wagons carrying sulphur, petrol and fertilizer derailed, caught fire and blew up.
http://www.tehrantimes.com/Description.asp?Da=2/19/2004&Cat=5&Num=004 

__________________________________________________________________________________________

ROLAC  MEDIA UPDATE –19 February 2004

NOTICIAS DE LA  AMAZONIA

GLOBALIZATION AND THE AMAZON: WHAT  ARE THE ALTERNATIVES?
[image: image1.png]


 

 

 

“First the peoples of the Amazon must understand that Globalization doesn’t think of  them as human beings”, affirmed Economist Alberto Acosta, one of the lecturers of the “III Forum Ecology and Politics, Globalization, Amazon and Environment” carried out  between the 17 and 18 February in Quito, Ecuador.

 

The event organizers, among who were FLACSO, Ecumenical Committee of Projects and GESOREN GTZ German Cooperation, treated issues on Globalization and its impacts over the environment and people. One of the statements of the lecturers was the need of “establishing development priorities, rules of environmental protection; fighting against corruption, establishing the rights and duties of transnational corporations and creating norms of protections of peoples and environment”, in order to face this growing phenomenon.

 

“The transnational groups, allied to the national governments consider the Amazon as a source of natural resources capable of being trade. There are not development proposals that come from the people of the Amazon to answer their problems”, Acosta expressed when talking about the problems affecting the communities of this region. 

 

He also affirmed that the peoples of the Amazon will have little benefits that imply a great risk to their survival: “ modern highways will simultaneously bring destruction to great part of the biodiversity and cultures of the Amazon”.

 

And before this, he proposed some alternatives: the peoples of the Amazon must oppose the entrance of transnational corporations and Globalization and must find own development alternatives, without waiting for any government’s response or help. They will be victims of Globalization and they must try to survive, resist and build, he concluded”. 

 

 

WWW.TIERRAMERICA.NET
	GUATEMALA: Network of Environmental Investigators 
	


GUATEMALA CITY - Strengthening and coordinating the networks of regional environmental investigators is one of the recommendations for fighting environmental crimes that emerged out of the first World Summit of Attorneys General, Prosecutors and Justice Ministers, held in Antigua, Guatemala Feb. 2-5. 

The Summit also called for guarantees of independence in the judicial process, sufficient resources, and environmental education campaigns for the public and for public officials. The environment was one of the seven issues discussed at the meeting, which drew delegates from 75 countries around the world. 

In the "Antigua Declaration", the participants said their should be international coordination among institutions of different countries, among states in applying international treaties, as well as among public ministries in handling criminal prosecutions.

WWW.IPS.ORG
ENVIRONMENT:
Argentina Assesses Vulnerability to Climate Change 

Marcela Valente* 


BUENOS AIRES, Feb 18 (Tierramérica) - One hundred Argentine scientists and technicians will work on a project over the next two years to measure the country's greenhouse gas emissions and to determine where its vulnerabilities lie with respect to the impacts of climate change. 

The project is to be financed by the Global Environment Facility (GEF), which will grant the government 1.14 million dollars for the effort, but the coordination and administration of the programme is in the hands of the non-governmental Fundación Bariloche. 

”The project will allow us to determine how vulnerable the country is to changes in climate,” economist Daniel Bouille, president of the foundation, told Tierramérica. 

He said the focus areas ”are priorities determined by their relevance from the economic and social perspectives.” 

The project has four objectives. The first is to take an inventory of emissions of gases that contribute to global warming, particularly carbon dioxide and methane. The results will be presented in a report to the Conference of Parties to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change. 

The first report was made in 1990, and its data were updated in 1999. The study will now take figures from 2000 to conduct a new measurement, in the hands of 10 experts from the Fundación Bariloche who took part in the first inventory. 

Greenhouse gas emissions from the combustion of fossil fuels in Argentina represent 0.5 percent of the global total. The country ratified the Kyoto Protocol on curbing greenhouse gas emissions in 2001. 

The second objective of the project is to determine Argentina's vulnerability to climate variations and the increase in average temperatures in the long term. There will be 90 scientists and technicians from institutions from throughout the country working on that effort, and it is where most of the funds are going, according to Bouille. 

There are many problems found in crucial economic and social areas, and that is where the experts will focus their work, says Raúl Estrada Oyuela, director of environmental affairs for the Argentine foreign ministry. 

Estrada told Tierramérica that they will analyse, for example, the impacts of climate change on agriculture in Argentina's central humid Pampas. In this vast fertile region, which provides most of the country's farm exports, heavy rains have caused flooding in recent times. 

Just over a year ago, nearly 20 percent of the cultivated area in this flat region was under water. 

Under normal conditions, the water filters into the subterranean layers or evaporates, but after a period of heavy precipitation, the ground's absorption capacity was exhausted. 

The problem is aggravated if the type of crop does not contribute to evaporation, as occurred with soybeans, Argentina's leading export, which covers half of the country's cultivated area. 

There are regions in the northeast where prolonged drought is hurting the operations of hydroelectric dams. In others, intense rains cause devastating floods, as occurred in 2003 in the western province of Santa Fe, with the Salado River. 

The inundation occurred in just a few hours, affecting half of the provincial capital and killing 23 people. Thousands of families were left homeless as entire neighbourhoods along the river disappeared under water. 

Another area of study is the effect of rising temperatures on sea levels in Buenos Aires province, where windstorms from the south cause the Río de la Plata estuary to rise, triggering damage along the shores. 

Also to be assessed is soil deterioration in the Patagonia region, in southern Argentina. The area has been affected by desertification, but could be hit by increasingly torrential rains as a result of climate change, aggravating the soil erosion problem. 

Formulating a National Mitigation Programme is the third objective, and entails reducing emissions of greenhouse gases, which retain heat in the Earth's atmosphere. Experts are to propose policies and actions to neutralise the harm produced by carbon dioxide and methane gases. 

By way of example, Estrada pointed to a study being conducted by Argentine scientists to reduce methane emissions from livestock by changing the diet of cattle, which, he said, has the added benefit of improved beef and milk. 

Finally, the project calls for training in climate change issues, and raising public awareness about the relationship between emissions, temperature increases and the impacts of climate change on the population. 

(* Marcela Valente is an IPS correspondent. Originally published Feb. 14 by Latin American newspapers that are part of the Tierramérica network. Tierramérica is a specialised news service produced by IPS with the backing of the United Nations Development Programme and the United Nations Environment Programme.)
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T H U R S D A Y    H I G H L I G H T S
*
Consensus emerges that Iraq elections cannot be held before 30 June – Annan

*
Head of UN election team calls Iraq mission successful and promising

*
Hailing progress in India and Pakistan talks, Annan urges leaders to stay course

*
Greek and Turkish Cypriot leaders meet as talks resume under UN auspices

*
UN team starts assessment of humanitarian needs in northern Haiti

*
Somali leaders must match political progress with improved security, Annan says

*
Outgoing force commander says UN Lebanon mission contains regional tension

*
Iraq, UN reform top agenda of Annan’s trip to Japan

*
UN troops in DR of Congo arrest 13 militia members in bid to quell instability

*
More than 10,000 Burundian refugees return home from Tanzania, UN reports

*
UN study calls for improved initiatives on African commodity trading

*
Aid for Côte d’Ivoire could stave off renewed regional instability, UN says

*
UN agencies to help in reconstructing quake-devastated Iranian city of Bam

*
Workshop examines ways to respond to critics of UN

*
Seven tropical community groups win UN Equator Prize

*
International law must protect indigenous rights – UN University report

*
UN Volunteers programme launches poverty reduction campaign in Bolivia 

* * * *

Iraq

19 February – Citing an “emerging consensus,” United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today said elections cannot be organized in Iraq before the 30 June deadline for a transfer of sovereignty – a date he said should be “respected.”

In the interim between the handover and the polling, a caretaker government should be established, Mr. Annan told reporters following a meeting with his Special Advisor, Lakhdar Brahimi, who just returned from a fact-finding mission to Iraq, and the “Group of Friends” on the country.

“We hope that as we move forward we will be able to work with the Iraqis and the coalition to find a mechanism for establishing a caretaker or an interim government until such time that elections are organized,” the Secretary-General said, citing an “emerging consensus or understanding that elections cannot be held before end of June [and] that the June 30th date for handover of sovereignty must be respected.”

“We need to find a mechanism to create a caretaker government and then help prepare the elections later – sometime later in the future,” he added.

[A UN spokesman later said the Secretary-General had drawn attention in particular to the consensus that has emerged that direct national elections are the best way to establish a fully representative and legitimate parliament and government. At the same time, there is wide agreement that elections cannot be successfully achieved unless carefully prepared under optimal technical, security and political conditions.

“He said that more work will be necessary to address fully some important questions that remain unanswered, and voiced his hope that the UN will be able to contribute to addressing these questions once he has approved the team’s final conclusions,” spokesman Fred Eckhard told reporters in New York.

“The Secretary-General emphasized that it is crucial that we do not give the impression that Iraq’s fate could be decided over the heads of its people, stressing the need to engage the Iraqi people further as they chart their own destiny.”]

Mr. Brahimi noted that the Secretary-General would be “sending his first recommendation – this is not a one-off activity – on the basis of the facts that we have assembled.”

“The United Nations will be resuming its work to help the political process, first of all up to the 30th of June and then after the 30th of June when sovereignty will be restored to Iraq,” he stressed.

The Secretary-General called the meeting “very good,” noting that he and Mr. Brahimi had shared “where we stand, what we hope to do next, and… the state of play.”

The Group’s 46 members “all expressed their appreciation for the work done by Mr. Lakhdar Brahimi and the team,” he added. 

Mr. Brahimi welcomed the support of the Group, which he said would be “closely associated with our work and supporting the re-engagement of the United Nations in Iraq.”

The Secretary-General later discussed Iraq with members of the UN Security Council during that body’s monthly luncheon. “Basically we focused on the next steps, and how one goes about working with the Iraqi people to design a mechanism that would be used for the establishment of an interim administration or caretaker government, and the UN’s role in this phase of the transition and post-1 July,” he said afterwards.

Asked about his own preferred options, Mr. Annan said he had none. “We need to have the Iraqis discuss it,” he stressed. “They must take ownership, discuss it amongst themselves, and we will try and work with them to find a consensus.”

* * *

Iraq

19 February – The head of a United Nations team studying the feasibility of elections in Iraq before the transfer of sovereignty from the United States-led occupation authorities by 30 June today described his mission as successful and promising.

“The Iraqis have a lot of confidence in the United Nations and I am sure the United Nations will try and help,” Special Adviser Lakhdar Brahimi told reporters as he arrived at UN Headquarters in New York to report to Secretary-General Kofi Annan.

Asked how he would evaluate his mission, Mr. Brahimi said: “It was successful considering that we were there only one week, considering that we’ve been away for a very long time, considering that a lot of things are happening, not all of it very good.”

“Nevertheless,” he added, “I think it is promising.”

He said he had had a very good meeting with Shiite cleric Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani, who has called for direct elections before the transfer deadline.

“I think he, like everybody else, realizes that the United Nations has no agenda except to help them and that if we tell them something it is because we strongly believe it is in the interests of Iraq,” he replied when asked if he through Mr. al-Sistani and other leaders would listen to his recommendations. 

Mr. Annan is scheduled to meet today with several countries interested in the Iraq situation to share ideas about the matter.  

* * *

India-Pakistan

19 February – Encouraged by the “steady progress” being made in the bilateral dialogue between India and Pakistan, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today urged the two South Asian neighbours to press forward in tackling sensitive issues.

Mr. Annan “is heartened by the agreement reached at the latest round of talks in Islamabad at the level of Foreign Secretaries on a schedule of meetings for the coming several months and the commitment reiterated to discuss and arrive at a peaceful settlement of all bilateral issues, including Jammu and Kashmir, to the satisfaction of both sides and the people concerned,” his spokesman, Fred Eckhard, said in a statement.

The Secretary-General hailed this “very positive development as evidence of the determination of the two countries to settle all outstanding issues and to open a new era of cooperation and peaceful co-existence.”

The statement encouraged both sides “to remain steady in this course and to approach the more difficult stages of the talks in a spirit of compromise and visionary statesmanship.”

* * *

Cyprus

19 February – The Greek and Turkish Cypriot leaders met for direct talks today in Cyprus as negotiations resumed on a plan by United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan to reunify the island nation before its entry into the European Union on 1 May.

Greek Cypriot leader Tassos Papadopoulos and Turkish Cypriot leader Rauf Denktash met this morning for just over two and half hours in the presence of the Secretary-General’s Special Adviser on Cyprus, Alvaro de Soto.

The head of the UN mission in Cyprus, Zbigniew Wlosowicz, also attended the meetings, which took place at the Nicosia Conference centre in the UN protected area.

Last week the two leaders agreed to continue negotiations until 22 March on the basis of Mr. Annan’s plan. If an agreement on modifications to the plan can be reached, then the entire proposal will be submitted to separate referenda in April for approval by the Greek Cypriots and the Turkish Cypriots.
Speaking to reporters after today’s session, Mr. de Soto described the meeting as “very constructive,” adding that there had been “ample good will and [a] businesslike spirit” shown by the two sides.

Mr. de Soto said that both leaders had agreed that they and their delegations schedule meetings with the UN Good Offices team every morning at 9:30, leaving afternoons free “for internal consultations.”
Meanwhile, the technical committees of experts dealing with law and treaties also began their work today.

* * *
Haiti

19 February – A United Nations team today begins assessing the humanitarian situation in two northern Haitian towns as unrest blocks access to parts of the troubled country, the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) said.

The 10-member mission was set to fly to the northeastern town of Cap Haitien and the northwestern town of Port-de-Paix.

The mission, along with the UN country team, has established a task force to coordinate the work of UN agencies and their partners, including the International Committee of the Red Cross and CARE, which have entered the strategic town of Gonaïves with emergency supplies.

The current political crisis started in Gonaïves, which is also the site of several other key historical developments in the Caribbean country.

In New York, UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan voiced concern about developments in Haiti. He told reporters that the world body is “reviewing what the UN can do to support the efforts that are being made to try and settle and pacify the situation on the ground.” 

Health care in Haiti is a major concern, according to OCHA. Several hospitals have been targeted by protesters and the University Hospital of Port-au-Prince has not functioned for several weeks. Private hospitals have been operating, but they are overwhelmed by the demand, while soaring costs are beyond the means of the many poor people in need.

Transportation and distribution problems have also affected the food supply nationwide, OCHA said. During this month, the World Food Programme (WFP) needs to deliver 1,400 tons of cereals to its warehouses in Cap Haitien in the north and Bombardopolis in the northwest to help 268,000 people in those areas.

Universities have been closed since 5 December and other schools have opened only intermittently, OCHA said.

* * *

Somalia

19 February – With the selection of a Somali transitional national parliament on the horizon, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan has called on the leaders of the Horn of Africa country to ensure that political progress is accompanied by a tangible improvement in security.

In a report released today, he says the members of the transitional parliament, when chosen, will elect the transitional president, laying the foundation for an effective, working system of government after years of civil conflict.

Progress in the two areas “would be conducive to the implementation of a political agreement,” which would lend the agreement the credibility needed to gather the full support of Somalis and the international community.

“Insecurity and violence in many parts of the country and more recently tensions over control of the Sol and Sanaag regions underline the fact that a comprehensive peace is both urgent and necessary in Somalia,” he says. “Somali leaders and their militias should also be aware that they will be held accountable for continued violations of human rights.”

He commends the chairman of the Inter-Governmental Authority on Development (IGAD), President Yoweri Museveni of Uganda, and Kenyan President Mwai Kibaki, their officials and international observers for their persistent and strenuous efforts to facilitate Somali reconciliation.

* * *

Lebanon

19 February – The United Nations Interim Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL) is serving to contain violence in the volatile region, the outgoing head of the operation said today.

Major-General Lalit Mohan Tewari of India, who just completed a two-and-a-half year assignment, said the period was one marked by escalating friction. “At the moment, I think the tension is going up, but that is my perception; I do not want to prejudge what is going to happen,” he told reporters at a press briefing in New York.

Amid this difficult operating scenario, UNIFIL maintained “real-time open channels of communication” with the parties, which served to diffuse tension.

“We cannot stop the events from taking place but we prevent escalation by talking to all the parties,” he said.

Mr. Tewari added that neither side wanted a flare-up of violence. “The Government of Lebanon is not keen to escalate the situation at all,” he said. “The Israeli Defence Forces are not keen to escalate the situation beyond a point.”

”To that extent I think it’s a very encouraging trend which I saw,” he added.

Working in “the toughest neighbourhood in the world,” the outgoing chief said he had lost half of his hair since joining UNIFIL, while the other half had gone grey. “We’ve got to be impartial in this game and with impartiality comes a very heavy price.”

“That’s the job of the United Nations,” he said.

* * *

Secretary-General

19 February – Global issues such as Iraq and United Nations reform top the agenda as Secretary-General Kofi Annan heads to Japan tomorrow on a five-day official visit, his first in two years.

The Secretary-General’s trip to Japan will be his first since January 2002 and his sixth visit to the country, according to a UN spokesman.

During his stay, the Secretary-General is scheduled to meet the Emperor Akihito, Prime Minister Junichiro Koizumi and Foreign Minister Yoriko Kawaguchi.

Mr. Annan will also give an address to the Diet for the first time, as well as meet with Japanese business leaders and the press.

* * *

DR of Congo

19 February – The United Nations Organization Mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (MONUC) has arrested members of a militia suspected of planning an attack near a market in the eastern province of Ituri and involved in an exchange of shots that wounded an investigating UN military officer.

When the MONUC patrol arrived on Wednesday at Kasenyi, some 50 kilometres east of Bunia, militiamen fled, firing on the patrol and injuring a military officer.

Searching the area, MONUC found weapons in a house and 13 members of still unidentified militia, some of them armed with AK-47s. The patrol also seized weapons and munitions.

* * *

Burundi

19 February – More than 10,000 Burundian refugees have returned home from Tanzania in the first month and a half of this year, bound for destinations that include the previously insecure eastern Ruyigi province, the United Nations refugee agency said today.

The UN High Commission on Refugees (UNHCR) said nearly 5,200 of the refugees went by convoy through a new border crossing opened in late January at Gisuru, an area which facilitates their return to Ruyigi. UNHCR will soon re-open its office in the province.

UNHCR is doubling the number of weekly convoys along this route to four, with 1,000 refugees per convoy.

Refugees staying in camps in Tanzania’s Ngara region have returned in twice-weekly convoys, totalling 1,000 persons a week, through another crossing-point, Kobero, in Burundi’s north-eastern Muyinga province.

Refugees going to Burundi’s Cankuzo province have used a third crossing-point at Gahumo, through which 500 people have passed this year, the agency said.

More than 300,000 Burundi refugees still live in camps in Tanzania, according to UNHCR, which said new opportunities for their return have opened since the Government and the main rebel group signed ceasefire and power-sharing agreements.

* * *

Africa

19 February – While industrialized countries undermine Africa’s anti-poverty efforts with huge subsidies for their own commodity producers, the continent’s own non-fuel exports have lost international market share over the last two decades, the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) said today.

Many firms and consumers in the advanced countries have benefited from low commodity prices, according to a new UNCTAD study called “Economic Development in Africa: Trade Performance and Commodity Dependence.”

The report points out that “even as these countries have provided lavish protection for their own farmers from the adverse impact of volatile and generally declining real commodity prices, they have argued against deploying similar instruments to protect far harder-hit rural communities in the developing world.”

The study calls for new international initiatives on commodities in the context of African development needs, calling on the international community to assume its share of responsibility by supporting a coherent policy framework that does not frustrate Africa’s efforts at economic restructuring and diversification.

* * *

Côte d’Ivoire

19 February – Failure to increase international assistance to post-conflict Côte d’Ivoire for the disarmament of its militias could lead to the destabilization of precarious neighbouring countries, the United Nations aid coordinating office said today.

With disarmament proceeding in Liberia and completed in Sierra Leone, Côte d’Ivoire “must receive international support” for similar efforts to consolidate regional gains, the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) said. “If not, Côte d’Ivoire could jeopardize its neighbours’ fragile recovery.”

Before conflict broke out in Côte d’Ivoire, 25 per cent of its population was immigrants or descendants of immigrants from bordering States, according to OCHA. About 70 per cent of all exports from Mali and 80 per cent of those from Burkina Faso moved through Côte d’Ivoire’s port in Abidjan.

The Office of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) has registered 52,000 Ivoirian refugees who fled their country as fierce fighting raged and basic services broke down, OCHA said. Meanwhile, 342,000 Burkinabé and 82,000 Malians migrants also left Côte d’Ivoire.

The consolidated UN appeal requires $69 million in 2004 to meet urgent humanitarian needs and support the return home of half a million internally displaced people (IDPs) in the country.

* * *

Iran

19 February – Using earthquake-resistant technology, United Nations agencies will help Iran reconstruct the historic Silk Road city of Bam after the devastating December quake that claimed more than 43,000 lives and destroyed homes, schools, offices and other infrastructure, it was announced today.

The UN Human Settlements Programme (UN-HABITAT), which sent a two-member assessment team to Bam from 5 to14 February to review how to address shelter needs, said the Iranian government is now poised to launch a reconstruction programme on the basis of a revised master plan.

Technology for earthquake resistant structures will be integrated through community consultation and training programmes in association with the UN Development Programme (UNDP), the Islamic Revolutionary Housing Foundation, and in partnership with Bam Municipality, UN-HABITAT added.

It is estimated that up to 140 families can be assisted through a pilot phase, which, if successful, would be extended to a larger community. The project, to be implemented by UN-HABITAT, is expected to last six months, starting 1 March and costing $400,000.

Bam, about 1,000 kilometres southeast of the capital Tehran with a population of some 93,000, was hit by an earthquake measuring 6.3 points on the Richter scale. The disaster destroyed 45,000 homes, underground irrigation canals, and a large part of the city’s 2,000 year-old citadel, one of the world’s largest mud-brick structures.

With aftershocks frequent, the city is covered in rubble, and those families whose houses were not completely destroyed are afraid to return, while others remain too traumatized, according to UN-HABITAT. But with the support of least 75 non-governmental organizations (NGOs), international agencies and UN humanitarian organizations, the government has been able to undertake relief operations. 

* * *

DPI/NGO

19 February – Representatives of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) gathered at United Nations Headquarters in New York today to hear ideas on how to explain to the world body’s critics the role that it plays in maintaining peace and security and promoting development.

Speaking at the opening of the daylong workshop, Shashi Tharoor, Under-Secretary-General for Communications and Public Information, said it was important to understand that the UN is always going to be subject to criticism in part because it is both a stage where its Member States can advance their national agendas and an actor, embodied by Secretary-General Kofi Annan, in executing the policies made by those countries.

“We all know the general public often fails to see that distinction. To most people ‘the UN’ is a shapeless aggregation, in which the sins of omission or commission of individual governments on the ‘stage’ are routinely blamed on the actor, the Organization,” he told those attending the workshop on “Defending the United Nations: What Every NGO Should Know.”
Mr. Tharoor stressed that those who want the Organization to succeed need to learn about its success and to find ways to tell the world about them. “As your partners, I very much want to ask you to explain what the UN is, not just in terms of the things it aspires to, but in terms of the things it can do, and does do, to make the world a better place,” he said. “Let’s be realistic, but let’s not be defensive. We – collectively – have a proud record, and I believe we can stand on it.”

One of the workshop speakers, Gillian Sorensen, Senior Adviser for the UN Foundation, said that in her travels around the United States, she noted “an enormous measure of interest, curiosity, readiness to learn and willingness to support the United Nations,” but also a large reservoir of ignorance and apathy.

“Some of the criticisms [of the UN] have merit…but to my dismay there are a number of myth and misperceptions that persist, that live out there as if they are truth,” she said, citing a number of fabrications she’s heard about the Organization.

Another panellist, Ambassador William Luers, President of the UN Association of the United States of America (UNA-USA), stressed the importance of proper communication. “You have to find a way to relate to your community, to your audience, to the people you’re talking to, [telling them] what does it mean to them,” he told the audience, which included numerous US-based NGOs. “Make sure you know what it is in their lives that could be changed dramatically if we left the UN, or has been changed constructively because the United States is a member of the UN.”

Ambassador Kishore Mahbubani of Singapore, the last speaker of the morning session, said the United States has suffered from negative external perceptions in the last decade or so. “The best way to reattach America back to the world is to use the United Nations as the vehicle to show that indeed America works for global interests and not just for its own interests,” he said. “[If] you want to try and do something about changing the image of America in the world, or about changing attitudes towards America in the world, then I say, use the United Nations, it’s the best shortcut you can have.”

* * *

Equator

19 February – Seven tropical community groups won the 2004 United Nations Equator Prize today for extraordinary work conserving their biological wealth while reducing community poverty.

The winners were announced at an awards ceremony in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, and each received a $30,000 cheque.

The winners were Proyecto Nasa from Colombia; Comunidad Indigena de Nuevo San Juan Parangaricutiro from Mexico; GREEN (Genetic Resource, Energy, Ecology and Nutrition) Foundation from India; Bunaken National Park Management Advisory Board and Bunaken Concerned Citizen’s Forum from Indonesia; Rufiji Environment Management Project from Tanzania; and Torra Conservancy from Namibia.

The Sociedade Civil Mamirauá from Brazil received a special prize for successfully reconciling conservation with earning livelihoods from the Central Amazon Conservation Complex, a UNESCO World Heritage Site of rich biodiversity.

A panel of eight distinguished international panelists chose the seven from 26 finalists, who were themselves selected from among 340 entrants.

* * *

UN University

19 February – Existing international rules about protecting intellectual property rights are an affront to the customs of many indigenous peoples and need to be revamped, according to a new report by the Tokyo-based United Nations University (UNU).

Under the current system, officials require free access to indigenous secrets in order to decide whether a new product seeking patent protection is based on traditional knowledge. In many indigenous cultures, however, traditional knowledge is highly guarded, the UNU study notes.

Obliging indigenous people to offer public documentation for intellectual property protection purposes is insensitive to centuries-old cultural practice in many places and may lead to injustice, the report warns.

“The challenge for the world community is to devise a process to prevent the piracy of traditional knowledge without jeopardizing the cultural integrity and ways of indigenous peoples,” said Brendan Tobin, who wrote the report, which was issued in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, at a meeting of the Parties to the UN Convention on Biological Diversity.

Among its recommendations, the study proposes limiting access to confidential databases on traditional knowledge. National governments and international organizations are called on to review existing policies related to traditional knowledge. Companies should be required to demonstrate prior informed consent as a condition for commercial use of this knowledge.

“We must learn the lessons of previous resource exploitation ventures, many of which produced significant wealth for some but little or no lasting benefit to the local population and the area in which those resources were found,” said UNU Rector Hans van Ginkel.

* * *

Bolivia

19 February – Some 1,200 Bolivian university graduates will fan out across the South American country over the next two years to fight poverty, empower women and promote small and family businesses under a new United Nations Volunteers (UNV) programme.

The project, officially launched in La Paz on Wednesday by President Carlos Mesa and UN Development Programme (UNDP) Resident Representative Alfredo Marty, stems from the World Bank Highly Indebted Poor Countries (HIPC) initiative under which international creditors excused a significant part of Bolivia’s debt on condition the funds be invested in poverty reduction.

“I want to emphasize and thank, on behalf of UNDP and the UN Volunteers programme, the selfless commitment made by these young women and men, for the less advantaged of their country,” Mr. Marty said at the ceremony in the Presidential Palace. 

Each semester the programme will mobilize 300 UN Volunteers who have completed their education in a number of fields such as law, management, sociology, medicine, economics, and engineering within the framework of the Bolivian “Strategy to Fight Poverty,” and reach out to every municipality that requests assistance.

“They are the key players in the effort to reduce poverty and inequality in Bolivia, one of Latin America’s least developed countries,” Cesar Guedes, Programme Specialist for Latin America at UNV headquarters in Bonn, Germany, said.

Administered by UNDP, the UN Volunteers programme is the branch of the UN that supports sustainable human development globally through the mobilization of volunteers.
* *** *

__________________________________________________________________________________________

DAILY PRESS BRIEFING BY THE OFFICE OF THE SPOKESMAN FOR THE SECRETARY-GENERAL

Following is a near-verbatim transcript of today’s noon briefing by Fred Eckhard, Spokesman for the Secretary-General.

Good afternoon.

**Guest at Noon
We’re going to have a guest at the noon briefing today.  It will be Major General Lalit Mohan Tewari.  And he is here to give his wrap-up briefing following the end of his tour of duty as Force Commander of the UN Interim Force in Lebanon.

**Iraq
The Secretary-General this morning briefed the Group of Friends of Iraq on the work done by his fact-finding mission to that country, headed by Special Adviser Lakhdar Brahimi.  He told them that we now have a better insight into and understanding of the needs, concerns and expectations of the Iraqi people.

He particularly drew attention to the consensus that has emerged that direct national elections are the best way to establish a fully representative and legitimate parliament and government.  At the same time, there is wide agreement that elections cannot be successfully achieved unless carefully prepared under optimal technical, security and political conditions.

The Secretary-General emphasized that it is crucial that we do not give the impression that Iraq’s fate could be decided over the heads of its people, stressing the need to engage the Iraqi people further as they chart their own destiny.

The meeting with the Group of Friends ended about half an hour ago, and the Secretary-General told reporters afterward that the meeting was important because the 46 delegations in the Group were able to hear of the mission’s progress.

And he said he shared with the Group the emerging view that elections could not be held by the end of June, but that the June 30 date for the handover of sovereignty must be respected.  The Secretary-General added that we need to find a mechanism to create a caretaker government and then help prepare for elections some time later.

**Statement Attributable to the Spokesman for the Secretary-General on India-Pakistan
We have the following statement attributable to the Spokesman concerning India and Pakistan:

“The Secretary-General is greatly encouraged by the steady progress being made in the bilateral dialogue between India and Pakistan.  He is heartened by the agreement reached at the latest round of talks in Islamabad at the level of foreign secretaries on a schedule of meetings for the coming several months and the commitment reiterated to discuss and arrive at a peaceful settlement of all bilateral issues, including Jammu and Kashmir, to the satisfaction of both sides and the people concerned.

“The Secretary-General considers these very positive developments as evidence of the determination of the two countries to settle all outstanding issues and to open a new era of cooperation and peaceful coexistence.  Once again, he encourages both sides to remain steady in this course and to approach the more difficult stages of the talks in a spirit of compromise and visionary statesmanship.”

**SG to Japan
The Secretary-General will be leaving for Japan tomorrow on a five-day official visit.  His visit to Japan will be his first since January 2002 and his sixth visit to Japan as Secretary-General.  The purpose of his visit is to closely exchange views on the issues the international community faces now, such as Iraq and the reform of the United Nations.

During his stay in Japan, the Secretary-General is scheduled to meet the Emperor, then the Prime Minister, Junichiro Koizumi, and Foreign Minister Yoriko Kawaguchi.  The Secretary-General will give an address to the Diet for the first time.  And he will also meet with Japanese business leaders, and give a news conference.

**Cyprus
Cyprus talks resumed earlier today when Greek Cypriot leader Tassos Papadopoulos and Turkish Cypriot leader Rauf Denktash met this morning in the presence of the Secretary-General’s Special Adviser on Cyprus, Alvaro de Soto.

The head of the UN mission in Cyprus, Zbigniew Wlosowicz, also attended the meetings which took place at the Nicosia Conference centre in the UN Protected Area.

The first session began at 10 a.m., local time, and lasted just over two and half hours.  Speaking to reporters afterwards, de Soto described the meeting as “very constructive”, adding that there had been “ample good will and a businesslike spirit” shown by the two sides.

He said that both leaders had agreed that they and their delegations schedule meetings with the UN good offices team every morning at 9:30 a.m. This would leave afternoons free “for internal consultations”.

Meanwhile, the technical committees of experts dealing with law and treaties also began their work today.  We expect to have a full transcript of de Soto’s comments available shortly.

**Haiti Update
The Security Council issued a press statement yesterday expressing its deep concern over the increasing violence and political crisis in Haiti.  Council members condemned the acts of violence and also called upon the Government of President Aristide and the opposition to overcome their differences peacefully and democratically through constitutional means.

Haiti will also be discussed at the General Assembly.  In light of the continuing deterioration of the situation in Haiti and deep humanitarian concern for its people, the President of the General Assembly has requested that Member States be briefed on the United Nations’ monitoring of the situation and other action being taken regionally and internationally.  The briefing by the Secretariat is expected to take place tomorrow, Friday at 10 a.m.

In an update from Haiti, the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs reports that today a 10-member UN inter-agency assessment mission is travelling by air to the north-western town of Port-de-Paix and the north-eastern town of Cap Haïtien, to assess the humanitarian situation.  With unrest spreading in the north and central parts of the country, access to some areas has largely been blocked.  However, it is reported that representatives of the International Committee of the Red Cross and the non-governmental organization CARE have managed to reach the city of Gonaives with emergency supplies.  And a press release with further details is available.

**Security Council
The monthly Security Council luncheon with the Secretary-General is scheduled for today.  There are, however, no meetings or consultations of the Council scheduled.

**Somalia
On Somalia, the Secretary-General says that the agreement reached on amending the transitional charter at the Somali leaders’ meeting in Nairobi marks a breakthrough, and he hopes that Somali leaders will continue to build on the progress made towards establishing an inclusive government in Somalia.

In his latest report to the Security Council on Somalia, which is out on the racks today, the Secretary-General underscores that progress in the political area must be accompanied by serious efforts to realize tangible improvements in the security situation on the ground.

He voiced concern over insecurity and violence in many parts of the country, and tensions over control of the Sool and Sanaag regions, and warned that Somali leaders and militias should be aware that they will be held accountable for continued human rights violations.

**Hague Hearing
The International Court of Justice announced today that the proceedings on the “Legal Consequences of the Construction of a Wall in the OccupiedPalestinianTerritory” will be broadcast live on the internet.  More information is available in a press release upstairs.

**Afghanistan
The new head of the UN Mission in Afghanistan welcomed the landmark reached yesterday, when a female KabulUniversity student became the one millionth Afghan to register to vote.

In his first press conference since taking his new post, Jean Arnault noted the excitement among Afghans over the election year and said, “We believe that this momentum towards the elections is going to pick up further pace”.

**Afghanistan/UNODC
The UN Office on Drugs and Crime has released its report on the intentions of Afghan farmers for 2003/2004 and the outlook isn’t bright.  The report shows that opium poppy cultivation could expand further in 2004 -- two farmers out of every three interviewed said they plan to increase significantly their opium poppy cultivation this year.

Last year Afghanistan produced its highest amount of opium since 1999... estimated at 3,600 metric tons.  The harvest accounted for more than three quarters of the world’s illicit opium production.  The survey on farmers’ intentions was carried out in October 2003, shortly before the start of the 2004 opium season.  We have more in a press release in my office.

**Environment
On the environment, seven communities from throughout the tropics received international recognition today as winners of the United Nations Equator Prize, which honours their extraordinary work to reduce human poverty while conserving biological wealth.

The winning communities, from Brazil, Colombia, India, Indonesia, Mexico, Namibia and Tanzania were each awarded $30,000, at a Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, ceremony, on the closing day of the Conference of Parties to the Convention on Biological Diversity.

In his message to the event, the Secretary-General said that the stories behind the Equator Prize showed the extraordinary passion, dedication and courage that grass-roots organizations bring to issues of water, energy, health, agriculture and biodiversity.

**Africa/Trade
Turning to trade issues and Africa, the UN Conference on Trade and Development has released a report today which finds that the majority of African countries are boxed into a trading structure, which leaves them dependent on the production of commodities.

The report, “Economic Development in Africa:  Trade Performance and Commodity Dependence”, says that this position means the African countries are subject to lower prices for their exports, as well as volatile foreign exchange earnings.  In turn, these can hamper efforts to diversify into more productive activities and add to debt burdens.  The report calls for a response to ease the problem of commodity dependence.  Proposals include more balanced trading arrangements and strengthened domestic institutions.  We have details upstairs.

**Côte d’Ivoire
From Côte d’Ivoire, failure to increase international support to Côte d’Ivoire could result in the destabilization of neighbouring countries.  This was the conclusion of a recent report from Côte d’Ivoire issued by the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) in Abidjan.

An appeal requiring $60 million in 2004 to meet the humanitarian needs and support the return of displaced persons has received only 1.5 per cent so far.  You can read more about this in a press release.

**Guest at Noon Tomorrow
And finally, Abdula, the UN Humanitarian Coordinator for Côte d’Ivoire, will be joining us at the noon briefing tomorrow to give you an update on the humanitarian situation in that country.

I will take your questions and then we will ask Major General Tewari to come up to the table.  Yes?

Questions and Answers

Question:  Fred, I am wondering, can we have the opportunity to talk to Mr. Annan and Lakhdar Brahimi after their luncheon?  Is anything set up for that?

Spokesman:  There is a stakeout set up on the fourth floor.  I am not saying they will stop at the microphone.  But the microphones will be there for anyone attending that lunch that wants to talk to you to do so.

Question:  And second question:  Does the SG have any plans to travel to the region?  India and Pakistan, maybe later this year or...?

Spokesman:  We don’t announce trips that much in advance.  So, there is nothing I can tell you about his future travel plans right now.  Yes, Akram?

Question:  Lakhdar Brahimi, didn’t he hint that the election is possible in Iraq?

Spokesman:  Look at the statement that the Secretary-General gave coming out of the meeting.  The position is one that I already quoted in at the beginning of this briefing, as well.  Debbie?

Question:  Fred, Mr. Brahimi alluded to the fact that the SG would be sending out a first set of recommendations.  When might that occur?

Spokesman:  Mr. Brahimi’s report is still being finalized.  So, although he and the Secretary-General discussed the elements of it this morning before the meeting of the Group of Friends, the report itself is probably going to take another day or two to be finalized in both its parts, Mr. Brahimi’s part and the electoral part of Ms. Perelli.  And he said it’s not going to be one off.  So, I think that first report is going to address the issue of elections and then I think it will be submitted to the Iraqi Governing Council and the CPA, as well as to the Security Council.  And then I think the Iraqis will have food for thought, if they will have to think through the next steps given the conclusions that the Secretary-General summarized after the meeting today on elections.  I think it’s safe to say that Mr. Brahimi’s intention is to remain engaged on this issue.

Question:  I am sorry.  Just to follow up.  You say not one off and then you say the first report will address the issue of elections.  So, therefore, there is a second report to come?

Spokesman:  We’ll have to see what follows next.  So, as I said, the Iraqis will think through the implications of Mr. Brahimi’s and the Secretary-General’s recommendations on the elections.  And should they then want help thinking through the mechanism for establishing a provisional or, as the Secretary-General said, a caretaker government, as I said, Mr. Brahimi remains engaged.

Question:  Is there the possibility or the likelihood or even discussion now of his return to Iraq to gather more facts as he called this a fact-finding mission, I think?  Is there the possibility now already that you envision him going back as part staying engaged?

Spokesman:  I think you’re pushing it too fast.  Food for thought.  Iraqis consider what next steps are needed, they decide whether they want his help and if that request is forthcoming, then we’ll see whether he will be returning or not.  Joe?

Question:  Fred, the idea of an international conference outside of the region, that’s in Europe and floating around.  Is that still a possibility or is that being discounted?

Spokesman:  I don’t know.  I did not hear that mentioned this morning.  That doesn’t mean it’s on the table.  But I don’t know whose table it’s on.  Serge?

Question:  Fred, I did not quite understand on this situation in Haiti.  You mentioned something about the President –- which appears to be a precedent here –- that he needs to be briefed or something like that?

Spokesman:  I reported on OCHA’s mission that they are sending out now.  I did refer to the President here and then in a separate item I reported on the press statement issued by the Security Council yesterday.  I will just repeat what I said:  “...condemn the acts of violence and also called upon the Government of President Aristide and the opposition to overcome their differences peacefully and democratically through constitutional means”.  That’s wording from the press statement.  Yes, sir?

Question:  Can we think that from now on the United Nations will announce the three different reports about an election?  Brahimi’s report and Perelli’s report and the conclusion by the Secretary-General?

Spokesman:  No.  Those things are going to be brought together.  So, Mr. Brahimi’s report and Ms. Perelli’s report are going to be consolidated into one and then presented by the Secretary-General to the Governing Council, the CPA and the Security Council.

Question:  Maybe it will be in the next week or something?

Spokesman:  I hope so.  Yes?

Question:  Fred, the first set of the report, are you going to make it public?  Can we get our hands on that report?

Spokesman:  Let’s wait and see the way in which it is transmitted.  I suspect yes, but I am not aware that a decision has been made yet.  Joe?

Question:  Mr. Brahimi left the region without a consensus about how to go forward amongst the Iraqis.  Is it fair to say that the UN in this situation will have to impose a solution on the parties?

Spokesman:  Mr. Brahimi’s approach to this fact-finding mission was to talk to Iraqis and get a sense of their thinking.  It’s not surprising, given the hundreds of people that he met with and the wide spectrum of opinion that he consulted, that there wasn’t unanimity of view.  But he feels that the ideas have to come from the Iraqis.  So, I don’t think you will see him advocating, imposing a solution.  Yes?

Question:  You told us that the Secretary-General said that elections before June 30 are impossible; that you need to make some mechanism to create a caretaker government.  Did the Secretary-General present some of his ideas about how to make such a caretaker government?

Spokesman:  No.  I mean, there may be ideas internally in this house.  But, I think the essence of the report the Secretary-General already gave you, when he said elections are the way to go. The 30th of June is probably too soon to organize elections.  But the transfer of sovereignty should take place on the 30th of June anyway.  So, if the Iraqis accept that conclusion, then they have to say, okay what do we do from the 30th of June to when we can have elections?  And that’s what the Secretary-General and Mr. Brahimi hope the Iraqis will give thought to.  Will the UN be involved in that process?  We’re waiting to see, waiting to see if we’re asked in.  And as I said, Mr. Brahimi is engaged.  Ruth?

Question:  When you say the Iraqis must be involved in this, must decide, who are you talking about?

Spokesman:  The broadest amount of support from Iraqi society that you can get for whatever mechanism is agreed upon, the more security you’ll have in carrying out the process of setting up that mechanism and putting it in place.  So, you are looking for the broadest possible support from Iraqi society.  Yes, sir?

Question:  Your opinion on the United States indication that they wouldn’t attend the International Court of Justice hearing about the fence in Israel, as well as Israel.  They are not going to attend the hearing.  What are the Secretary-General’s thoughts on that?

Spokesman:  I don’t have his thoughts on that.  But I think I would prefer to refer you to the ICJ in the event they have anything to say about it.  And of course to the two Governments concerned that we’ve quoted.  But I would have no comment on their sovereign decision to get involved or not get involved in this case.  Joe?

Question:  Fred, can you explain a little bit about the thinking of the Secretary-General in keeping June 30 as the date?  Because it’s open to some criticism that he is agreeing with US domestic agenda.  If he wants elections, why is June 30 the date that was necessary?

Spokesman:  This is not his idea.  What I said was he talked to wide spectrum of Iraqis, he talked to the Coalition Provisional Authority.  In his view, there is a strong consensus in Iraq to go ahead with the transfer of sovereignty on the 30th of June.  It’s not his idea.

Question:  Did he glean that from what Brahimi brought from Iraq?

Spokesman:  Yes.

Question:  Fred, how is the transfer of sovereignty going to happen?  I mean, how?

Spokesman:  That’s what the Iraqis will have to decide with the CPA.  And should they want UN help then we’ll see whether Mr. Brahimi and the Secretary-General want to get back into the game.  But as I already said, Mr. Brahimi is ready to help.  He is remaining engaged.  He is waiting for the Iraqis now to think through the implications of this paper that they will be given in a few days on the election side of the issue.  And then if they want help on the follow-up, what mechanism, therefore, do we put in place, we’ll make a decision when that request comes.  Ruth?

Question:  With Iraq under foreign occupation, how easy is it to discern what the Iraqis want?

Spokesman:  Mr. Brahimi said that he had no difficulty apart from some constraints resulting from the security situation, in meeting with a broad spectrum of Iraqis.  Legally there is an occupation.  Legally the authority in the country now is the Coalition Provisional Authority.  He met with the Coalition Provisional Authority, as well, when he was in Iraq.  These are the two elements -- the occupiers and the Iraqis themselves -- that he is dealing with and that he did deal with in this fact-finding mission.  Yes?

Question:  Is there any update on security, because obviously there is still a team out there on behalf of the UN, if I am correct, assessing the security situation for any potential return?  So, what is the status of that team and any sense of what...?

Spokesman:  I have nothing on their ongoing work.  It involves an assessment of the threat and it involves practical things like, can the Canal Hotel be brought up to standards to meet the current threat, whatever it might be?  And if not, what other options might there be?’  So, those are the kinds of things this team is looking at.  Mohamed?

Question:  Regarding the active engagement by Lakhdar Brahimi, will he accept a Special Representative offer of Kofi Annan or not?

Spokesman:  He is 70 years old and I don’t think he has any desire to assume operational responsibilities that come with the job of Special Representative.  So, I think you can pretty safely rule out Lakhdar Brahimi as Special Representative of the Secretary-General in Iraq.  Akram?

Question:  Are we going to see the UN more involved in Iraq prior to 30 June?

Spokesman:  The Iraqis themselves and the Coalition Provisional Authority have asked for our assistance in this phase, the first phase leading up to 30 June.  What we have just finished doing, or will have finished when we issue this report, is part of that effort.  I have already indicated that we are happy to remain engaged.

Okay, General Tewari why don’t you come up and take this seat?

* *** *
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