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Congo Basin Forest Partners Hold Initial Meeting 

                      WASHINGTON, DC, January 17, 2003 (ENS) - The first international meeting  of the Congo Basin Forest Partnership, an economic development and  conservation program for six Central African countries, is set to open in Paris   on Tuesday. Under pressure from population growth, poverty, unsustainable   resource use, and political instability, the Congo Basin forests are the focus of  a new initative by a partnership of 29 governments, international  organizations, environmental and business interests - the Congo Basin Forest  Partnership. 

                                                       Forest in the Congo Basin. (Photo  courtesy WWF-Cameroon)

                                                       The tropical forests of  Africa's Congo Basin are  some of the last remaining                                                       large areas of primeval  forested lands in the world,  second only to the Amazon Basin. These forests support                                                       rare and endangered species  such as the eastern lowland  gorilla, mountain gorilla,  chimpanzee, white rhino,                      okapi, and Congo peacock. They provide food, materials and shelter for over  20 million people and play an important role as a sink for the greenhouse gas carbon dioxide. 

                      Launched in September 2002 at the World Summit on Sustainable Development, the Congo Basin Forest Partnership seeks to promote economic  development and alleviate poverty through conservation programs in Cameroon, Central African Republic, Democratic Republic of the Congo,  Equatorial Guinea, Gabon, and Republic of the Congo. 

                      At the Paris meeting, representatives from the United States, United Kingdom,   Japan, Germany, France, Canada and South Africa will work with international   organizations such as the World Bank, and IUCN-World Conservation Union,  and more than a dozen NGO and private sector groups such as the World                      Wildlife Fund, the World Resources Institute and the Center for International Forestry Research. 

                      "The meeting is designed to harness the ideas and energy of all the many   partners in the Congo Basin Forest Partnership into a long term plan to  conserve the incredible natural resources of the Congo Basin forest area,"  said Jeffry Burnam, U.S. deputy assistant secretary of state for the environment. 

                      Gathering of elephants in the Central African Republic  (Photo by Lee Poston courtesy

                      WWF)

                      Burnam said the  partnership is a "critical  response" to the  sustainable  development needs of                      the peoples of the Congo Basin. "It has set   the standard for  sustainable  development initiatives by identifying collaborative approaches that  concurrently advance economic growth, social development and  environmental stewardship," he said. 

                      A U.S. spokesman said the Paris meeting will allow government  representatives and officials responsible for forest policy and projects to discuss their expectations and respective contributions to the partnership,  identify areas of possible collaboration and cooperation, and come up with a  schedule for the implementation of partnership projects. 

                      The United States plans to invest up to $53 million through 2005 to help the six African countries develop a network of national parks and protected areas,  and to help local communities better manage the forest and wildlife resources  of the Congo Basin. 

                      U.S. funds will be provided through the U.S. Agency for International  Development's Central African Regional Program for the Environment (CARPE). Up to $15 million a year for at least the next three years has been  earmarked for the project, an increase of up to $12 million annually, and there  is hope for future commitments. 

                      The funds will be used to establish sustainable means of livelihood through  sustainable agriculture and integrated ecotourism programs. 

                                             Logger in the forests of Cameroon (Photo courtesy  Global Forest Watch)

                                             The forests of the Congo Basin take in one-fourth of the world's rainforests.  Covering more than 198 million hectares   (764,482 square miles) in 1995, they are  inhabited by more than half of Africa's wild   plants and animals, including forest  elephants and forest buffalo, and  increasingly by logging and farming                                             enterprises. 

                                             Over the past 20 years, for instance, the  forests of Cameroon have been eroded.                                          Large areas have become agricultural lands,   and logging concessions are now found in  the heart of intact forests in the eastern part  of the country, according to Global Forest Watch, an initiative of the World Resources Institute. This Washington, DC  based organization is a member of the Congo Basin Forest Partnership. 

                      The government of Gabon, one of the six African countries in the partnership, announced at the World Summit on Sustainable Development that it would  set aside 10 percent of its land mass for a system of national parks. Gabon    previously had no national park system, but the country contains some of the                      most pristine tropical rainforests on earth, home to gorillas, chimpanzees, and   forest elephants. 

                      Gorilla in the Congo Basin (Photo courtesy Save the Congo)

                      A report released in June 2002 by the  World Resources Institute showed that Gabon’s forests are rapidly being  conceded to a handful of logging  companies who export primarily one tree  species to only a few countries around  the world. 

                      "Gabon has vast forest resources but the   rapid growth of logging activity threatens it," said Bruno Mikissa, one of the  authors of the report, "A First Look at Logging in Gabon." 

                      The Congo Basin protection initiative originated in 1999 when the leaders of  five countries in the region signed the Younde Declaration at a Forest Summit in Younde, Cameroon attended by WWF President Emeritus HRH Prince  Philip. 

                      "Success is often elusive in the fight against global deforestation, but here we   have a rare chance to turn the tide and help save these precious forests and  the wildlife they harbor," said Bruce Cabarle, director of WWF's Global Forest Campaign at the time of the Younde Declaration. 

                      "The key now," he said, "is for these Central African governments to reach  across their national boundaries and work in partnership with international aid agencies, such as the World Bank and the European Commission, to put  forest protection into practice on the ground." 

                      The Congo Basin Forest Partnership has set some priorities for its activities -  monitoring and evaluation of forest ecosystems, reinforcement and creation of  protected forest areas, strengthening of capacities and training, participative   management and agro-forestry, establishment of markets for environmental  services offered by forests, sustainable management of harvested forests. 

                                                          Forest in the Congo Basin   (Photo by Lee Poston courtesy WWF)

                                                          International  environmental  organizations have  committed to matching                                                          the U.S. government's    financial contribution to   the partnership, and  have announced plans  to expand their                                                          conservation programs  to the 11 forest regions that have been identified as critical to biodiversity  conservation in the Congo Basin. 

                      Conservation International, the Wildlife Conservation Society, and the World Wildlife Fund all announced their intention to raise an additional $37.5 million  of new money over the next 10 years for their joint efforts in the Congo Basin.  The three groups worked closely with the governments involved to set   priorities for protecting the most important lands in the region. 

                      "What is significant here is that the governments of the region, as well as the U.S., have adopted the landscape conservation priorities based on good  science and careful consultation with the people of the area," said Brooks  Yeager, vice Ppesident of WWF. "Saving these key areas will make all the difference for the future of rainforest wildlife in Africa." 

                      "These new financial commitments help to protect one of the world's most  important rainforest wilderness areas, including the watershed of the second  largest river system on Earth - this on a continent that is increasingly  suffering from major water shortages," said Russell Mittermeier, president of Conservation International. "The future of the Congo Basin depends on the  conservation of natural resources and the development of appropriate  governance of those resources." __________________________________________________________________________________________

Reuters

California Sues Five Grocers Over Mercury Warnings

  Fri Jan 17, 6:23 PM ET

SACRAMENTO, Calif. (Reuters) - California's attorney general on Friday filed suit against five grocery chains including supermarket giants Kroger Co. and  Albertson's Inc. for failing to properly warn consumers about the risk of mercury in fish. 

                      Attorney General Bill Lockyer's lawsuit in state court seeks to force the grocers, who also include Safeway Inc., Whole Foods   Inc. and Trader Joe's, to warn customers that tuna, swordfish and shark sold in their markets contain the metallic-element  linked to cancer and birth defects. 

                      Lockyer alleges the markets have violated Proposition 65, a California ballot initiative approved in 1986 that requires   businesses to provide "clear and reasonable" warnings before exposing people to known carcinogens and reproductive toxins.

                      "Consumers deserve to know when they are being exposed to chemicals that can cause birth defects, and reproductive harm,"

                      Lockyer said in a statement. "Public health agencies have advised pregnant women not to eat swordfish and shark because   those fish contain relatively high levels of mercury." 

                      Representatives from Albertson's, Kroger, Safeway and Whole Foods could not immediately be reached. A spokeswoman for Trader Joe's declined to comment. 

                      The lawsuit asks the San Francisco Superior Court to prohibit the stores from selling the fish until they post the required  warning. The complaint does not cover canned tuna, only fresh tuna. 

 The state also seeks civil penalties for violations of Proposition 65 and the state's Unfair Competition Act, which together make the defendant liable for civil  penalties of up to $2,500 per day for each violation. The complaint alleges the violations date back to 1988. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________

ENS

Bush Record on Environment Called Dismal 

                      WASHINGTON, DC, January 17, 2003 (ENS) - The Bush administration  undermined America's landmark environmental laws on almost a daily basis in  2001, two new reports suggest. The reports document more than 100  anti-environmental actions by the administration last year, and point to  ongoing efforts to undermine existing protections and delay proposed new  rules that could help the environment. 

                      For the second year in a row, federal agencies announced dozens of  regulatory changes that will weaken safeguards for the nation's air, water,  wetlands, forests, wildlands, wildlife and public health, finds a new report from  the Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC). The report highlights the fact  that the administration intensified its assault on environmental protections  after the November mid-term congressional elections, and reveals how the White House Office of Management and Budget (OMB) played a central role                      in coordinating the onslaught. 

                      President George W. Bush (Photo courtesy the White House)

                      These conclusions are echoed by the budget  watchdog group OMB Watch, which reports that                      the Bush administration has advanced very few  health, safety and environmental protections over  the last two years - much fewer than the two  previous administrations - and is quietly scuttling  work on a host of protective standards in the  regulatory pipeline. 

                      "Last year, the White House escalated its efforts to   trample our bedrock environmental laws," said                      Gregory Wetstone, NRDC's director of advocacy. "And it's going to get  worse. America's environmental protections have been challenged before, but  never have they faced a threat as far-reaching, insidious and destructive as  the one posed by the Bush administration and the new Congress." 

                      The NRDC report, "Rewriting the Rules: The Bush Administration's Assault  on the Environment - 2002," shows that the White House has enlisted every  federal agency that oversees environmental programs in a coordinated effort   to relax regulations for oil, coal, logging, mining, chemical, automakers and  other industries. 

                      Some of the most glaring examples documented in the report include: 

                      Changes to the Clean Air Act by the Environmental Protection Agency that  provide the nation's oldest and dirtiest power plants and refineries with  loopholes exempting them from installing modern pollution controls when  they upgrade or expand their facilities in ways that increase emissions. 

                                                The Bush administration's so called Healthy Forests initiative promotes forest thinning to  reduce the risk of wildfire. This thinning   project in northern Arizona left scattered trees                                               surrounded by barren ground. (Photo courtesy  Martos Hoffman, Native Forest Network)

                                                New EPA and Army Corps of  Engineers policies to relax and, in   some cases, end Clean Water Act  protection for millions of acres of  wetlands and other waterways;  eliminate corporate liability for "factory farm" pollution; and exempt  mining waste from regulation as a  pollutant under federal law. 

                                                A series of proposals by the Forest  Service and other federal agencies to                                  eliminate requirements for  environmental review and public  participation when considering  logging, mining, drilling, development and other projects in all 155 national  forests and on millions of acres of public lands. 

                      "It's no accident some of the Bush administration's biggest handouts to  corporate interests happened after Election Day," said Wetstone. "Americans  voted for many things in November, but they didn't vote for a sweeping attack on the environment." 

                      The report also notes how the Bush administration routinely tries to minimize  public scrutiny of its anti-environmental policies by withholding information  from the media until late on Friday evenings or around major holidays. For example, the EPA announced its major changes to the Clean Air Act a few days after Thanksgiving and on New Year's Eve. 

                      After the snowmobile industry appealed to the Bush administration, the Interior Department  overturned a ban on the noisy machines in  Yellowstone National Park. (Photo by Jeff Henry,  courtesy The Wilderness Society)

                      The administration also uses  environmentally friendly euphemisms to  mask the true intent and impact of its  policy proposals, the NRDC argues. The  White House dubbed its plan to allow   timber companies increased access to  old-growth forests - under the guise of  fire prevention - the "Healthy Forests"  initiative, and refers to logging as  "thinning." 

                      "America's landmark environmental laws have safeguarded our health,  improved our quality of life, and preserved our natural heritage," said  Wetstone. "The Bush administration's quiet, back door assault on               environmental protections is no less an attack on the air we breathe, the water  we drink and the last remaining special places we hold dear." 

                      OMB Watch examined the Bush administration's regulatory output of "economically significant" rules over its first two years, focusing on a number  of agencies responsible for health, safety and environmental protections. The   group found that under the Bush administration, the EPA has completed just  two major rules - both required by court order, and both weakened at the  request of affected industry - compared to 23 completed by the Clinton  administration over its first two years and 14 by the first Bush administration  over its first two years. 

                      The most meaningful and important regulations are invariably deemed "economically significant," meaning they have an estimated total impact of at least $100 million per year, including benefits. These are the regulations that  have broad application, such as EPA's standard on arsenic in drinking water,  or OSHA's now-repealed ergonomics standard. 

                      Almost all of the many Clinton-era rules that the Bush administration repealed  or weakened were "economically significant," OMB Watch has determined. 

                                                      Critics say that Bush's so called  "Clear Skies" initiative could  actually worsen air pollution. (Photo  courtesy Senator Patrick Leahy)

                                                      OMB Watch also examined  the regulatory agendas of  three agencies - the                                                     Environmental Protection  Agency, the Food and Drug  Administration, and the  Occupational Safety and                                                      Health Administration - to see  what has changed during the Bush administration. They found that the EPA                      has halted work on 48 environmental standards, the FDA has stopped work  on 56 standards, and OSHA has halted 21 new standards. 

                      OMB's Office of Information and Regulatory Affairs (OIRA) is now  instructing federal agencies to evaluate hundreds of regulatory  recommendations submitted by outside parties - most of which are industry                      groups and trade associations, OMB Watch found. 

                      "Rewriting the Rules" is available on NRDC's Web site at:          http://www.nrdc.org/legislation/rollbacks/rollbacksinx.asp 

                      The OMB Watch report, "Administration Advances Few Health, Safety and                      Environmental Protections," is available at:    http://www.ombwatch.org/execreport/ 

__________________________________________________________________________________________

New York Times

January 19, 2003

Two Months After Oil Spill, Spain Is Still Struggling to Clean Up
By EMMA DALY

      ADRID, Jan. 18 — Two months after the tanker Prestige sank 133 miles off the Spanish coast, more than 5,000 soldiers and civilians continue the backbreaking task of scraping gluey fuel oil from sand and rocks stained by "black tides." 

Boats with vacuum equipment still work on the oil slicks. Fishermen, barred from catching seafood in contaminated waters, help by venturing out when the weather is calm to comb the surface for the clumps of tar that keep bubbling up from the wreck, which is in water more than two miles deep.

The cleanup will cost at least $1 billion over the next year, the government said this week. That figure does not cover the losses to fishermen, related industries and tourism.

More than 580 beaches and miles of rocky shoreline have been tarnished by the spill. Thousands of birds have died or been injured and marine life has suffered.

The national government of José María Aznar and the government of the region that bore the brunt of the spill, Galicia, have been under constant fire for their handling of the disaster. The opposition parties are on the attack in Parliament, while fishermen, volunteers and others criticize the lack of resources and coordination in the cleanup.

In Galicia, which is led by Mr. Aznar's old mentor, Manuel Fraga, hundreds of thousands of people have protested, marching behind the banners of a group called Never Again. The group consists of more than 200 civic organizations, fishermen's associations, political parties, homemakers' groups and unions. 

The first political casualty fell this week when a leader of the local governing body resigned after news reports suggested that a family business had sold cleanup materials to the government, which he denied.

Xosé Luis Barreiro, a former deputy to Mr. Fraga and now a columnist for La Voz de Galicia, the region's leading newspaper, contends that the initial error of the government — ordering the leaking, listing Prestige to be towed out to sea rather than allowing it to enter port and unload the remainder of its cargo — was compounded by its failure to grasp the gravity of the situation.

"The government's main objective was to alleviate the political consequences rather than to resolve the problem of the accident," Mr. Barreiro said.

Officials insist that, while mistakes may have been made, there is no substance to the criticism.

A judge in Galicia is investigating the accident and has arrested the captain of the Prestige, which has leaked 5,600 tons of fuel oil. The government refuses to set up a commission to investigate. 

Tougher European Penalties 

BRUSSELS, Jan. 18 (Reuters) — The European Commission plans to introduce tougher penalties for marine polluters as a reaction to the oil slick that fouled the Spanish coast last year, the commission president, Romano Prodi, said today.

In a letter to European Union governments, Mr. Prodi said the European Union executive would consider in the next few days a legislative proposal calling for "criminal sanctions against all those responsible of pollution."

They could be imposed on both the ship owner and the shipper.

In several European Union member states, those who have been found guilty of pollution are simply fined, a commission spokesman said.

__________________________________________________________________________________________

REUTERS

World planting of biotech crops up 12 pct in 2002

  GEORGETOWN, Grand Cayman - Planting of biotech crops spread at a double-digit rate for the sixth consecutive year in 2002, an   international agriculture group said. 

  Planting grew 12 percent last year and the global market value of genetically modified crops rose to about $4.25 billion, up from $3.8 billion  in 2001, the International Service for the Acquisition of Agri-Biotech Applications, which promotes GM crops, said in an announcement. 

  The figures could heat up the debate over the safety of biotech crops, which has grown into a trade dispute between the United States  and the European Union. 

  All told, 16 countries are producing GM versions of corn, cotton, canola and soybeans engineered with a variety of special traits, such as  increased productivity and resistance to pests. 

  Moreover, more than 20 percent of the world's acreage for those four key crops is now planted with biotech seeds, according to the  agricultural group. 

  The gains come despite resistance in Europe and other regions to biotech crops, which are plants whose gene sequence has been spliced  with that of other species. Critics say they have not been proven safe and could harm the environment. 

  The United States is increasingly chaffing under European restrictions on imports, and U.S. farmers say they have lost hundreds of  millions of dollars of sales to Europe. 

  Last week, U.S. Trade Representative Robert Zoellick said he favored filing a complaint with the World Trade Organization against the  European Union, alleging the EU is illegally maintaining a 4-year moratorium on approvals of new biotech products. 

  Clive James, chairman of the agriculture group, said widespread consumption of biotech crops in the United States and elsewhere since  their introduction in 1996 was evidence that health fears about biotech foods are unfounded. And he said annual growth in plantings of  biotech crops will continue. 

  He projected the global value of the GM crop market would hit $5 billion by 2005. 

  "An increasing number of countries have confidence in this technology," James said from his Grand Cayman office. "We have an  increasing body of evidence to show that... this is acceptable." 

  But critics of biotech crops said pressure from producers like Monsanto Co. (MON.N) and the U.S. government is forcing some nations  into accepting them even as public concern grows. 

  "There is a lot of pressure on Third World countries to just accept this," said Anuradha Mittal, director of the Institute for Food and  Development Policy in California. "But resistance is growing around the world." 

  Still, last year, more than 5.5 million farmers planted GM crops on 58.7 million hectares, or 145 million acres, up 12 percent from 2001,  according to the agriculture group. 

  Along with the United States, which accounts for about 66 percent of the world's total GM crop area, Argentina, Canada, and China  produced biotech crops last year. China, in particular, saw significant growth, showing a 40 percent increase in farm fields growing Bt  cotton, a crop engineered to protect itself from insects. The increase marked the first time that the Bt cotton area in China exceeded more  than half of the national cotton area. 

  Three countries joined the list last year of those growing GM crops as India and Colombia grew Bt cotton for the first time, and Honduras  became the first country in Central America to grow Bt corn. 

  GM soybeans are the most popular of the biotech crops, accounting for 62 percent of the world's GM-crop planted area, with corn second  at 21 percent. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________

BBC

Friday, 17 January, 2003, 14:18 GMT 

               Scientists explain Arctic  stone circles

               A strange landscape explained by freezing and thawing

               By Dr David Whitehouse 

               BBC News Online science editor 

               Researchers may have an explanation for the natural  near-perfect circles of stones that cover the ground in  parts of Alaska and the Norwegian islands of  Spitsbergen. 

               Elsewhere in the far north, stones  also form mysterious striking  patterns on the ground. 

               According to scientists, the circles are not the result of  ancient art but due to cyclic  freezing and thawing of the  ground that drives a simple  feedback mechanism that  generates the patterns. 

               "The patterns form by self-organization, and the same fundamental processes are at work in the formation of all these different patterns," says Mark Kessler of the    Earth Sciences Department at the University of California, Santa Cruz, US. 

               'Sorted patterned ground' 

               Scientists had proposed various processes to explain  the unusual patterns of stones and soil. But until now,  no explanation was able to account for them. 

               Writing in the journal Science, Kessler describes a model of the   processes involved in the  self-organisation of these  patterns, known to geologists as  "sorted patterned ground". 

               "The model I developed is  essentially a hypothesis about what is important in   the formation of patterned  ground," Kessler said. 

               "When you run the model  on a computer, you can  see the evolution of the pattern over time, and you

               can also see how small  changes in key parameters  result in a transition from  one pattern to another." 

               According to Kessler, the patterns result from the  interplay of two mechanisms: lateral sorting, which   moves soil towards areas of high soil concentration and   stones toward areas of high stone concentration; and               squeezing of stone domains, which causes stones to   move within linear piles of stones and lengthens these               lines of stones. 

               The relative strengths of lateral sorting and squeezing,   plus the slope of the ground and the ratio of stones to   soil, were the factors that determined which pattern  would emerge, Kessler said. 

               Labyrinths and polygons 

               The driving force behind the patterns is the process  called frost heave - the expansion of fine-grained soils  during the freezing of wet ground. 

               "If you start with a random layer of stones over a layer  of soil, frost heave makes the soil layer unstable and   deforms the interface between stones and soil," Kessler  explained. 

               "One of the real mysteries to me was how you can get   labyrinths or islands of stones in one location and  polygons in another, when the ratio of stones to soil is  the same in both places." 

               Our model indicates that you     get polygons when the  squeezing is strong enough to               counteract the effects of lateral  sorting." 

               The researchers compared  the patterns generated by  the model with those  observed in nature, using

               low-elevation aerial  photographs of polygon  networks in Alaska. 

               One reason these patterns  have remained  unexplained for so long  may be their occurrence in             remote areas, far from the  temperate zone where most scientists live. 

               "If these patterns were on the ground around here, I   think we would have figured them out a long time ago. These landscapes are so amazing, it's the kind of thing   that really calls out for an explanation," Kessler said. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________

ROE

UN or UNEP in News

Financial Times, 17 January, front page:

Japan may cut its United Nations contribution

Senior policymakers in Japan want Tokyo to cut its annual contribution to United Nations organisations and peacekeeping operations by nearly a quarter, from $925m to about $700m.

Yukio Okamoto, senior foreign policy adviser to Junichiro Koizumi, the prime minister, said it was no longer reasonable for Japan to overpay relative to its gross domestic product.

Japan pays nearly 20 per cent of the total UN budget out of a 14.4 per cent share of global gross domestic product, he said, while the US pays 22 per cent even though it has a 30.3 per cent slice of global GDP.

http://search.ft.com/search/article.html?id=030116006687&query=Tokyo+may+cut+UN&vsc_appId=totalSearch&state=Form
Russia delays global warming pact, may wreck deal

MOSCOW - Russia, vital to the U.N. Kyoto accord on global warming after the United States pulled out in 2001, is not ready to ratify it for economic reasons and this could cripple the pact, experts said. The delay could cost Moscow billions of dollars, they added. 

Russian Prime Minister Mikhail Kasyanov told the Earth Summit in Johannesburg last September that Russia would ratify the Kyoto Protocol on climate change, first agreed in 1997, "in the near future". 

But Russia, which could boost revenues from a treaty clause allowing it to sell some of its pollution quota, has set no deadlines for government, and then parliament, to back the pact.

http://www.planetark.org/dailynewsstory.cfm/newsid/19453/story.htm
China-US Working Group on Climate Change Ends Third Meeting

China and the United StatesThursday agreed to cooperate on a broad range of climate change science and technology activities at the end of the third meeting of the China-US Working Group.
The two sides identified 10 areas for cooperative research and analysis: non-CO2 gases, economic/environmental modeling, integrated assessment of potential consequences of climate change, adaptation strategies, hydrogen and fuel cell technology, carbon capture and sequestration, observation/measurement, institutional partnerships, energy/environment project follow-up to the World Summit on Sustainable Development, and existing clean energy protocols/annexes.
http://english.peopledaily.com.cn/200301/17/eng20030117_110280.shtml
Accuracy of "red list" of rare species questioned

LONDON - Scientists in the United States have questioned the accuracy of IUCN’s "Red List" of endangered species because it does not take account of the threat that humans pose to animals.

http://www.planetark.org/dailynewsstory.cfm/newsid/19452/story.htm
General Environment news

French fishermen dump oil in protest over Prestige

BORDEAUX, France - French fishermen dumped two tons of oil washed up from the sunken tanker Prestige, mixed with sand and sea kelp, in front of a government office this week to demand compensation for the spill.

http://www.planetark.org/dailynewsstory.cfm/newsid/19443/story.htm
EU bans "cruel beauty" cosmetics tested on animals

STRASBOURG, France - The European Parliament passed a law this week which bans most testing of cosmetics on animals within the EU by 2009 and the sale of cosmetics which have been tested on animals anywhere.

http://www.planetark.org/dailynewsstory.cfm/newsid/19454/story.htm
Italy plans to ban single-hulled ships

LONDON - Italian Transport Secretary Pietro Lunardi said this week Italy wants to ban single-hulled ships carrying potentially polluting loads such as oil from sailing in its waters, saying "We want to follow the example set by the Spanish government”

http://www.planetark.org/dailynewsstory.cfm/newsid/19450/story.htm
___________________________________________________________________________ENVIRONMENTAL NEWS FROM NORTH AMERICAN MEDIA (RONA)
19 January 2003

U.S. May Open Oil Reserve in Alaska to Development, NY Times, 18/1:  The Bush administration has proposed opening up part of the US’s largest remaining block of unprotected public land to oil and gas development.  The proposal affects nearly 9 million acres of the Alaska North Slope, which is home to distinctive wildlife and tundra.  The land is near the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge, which the administration still hopes to win the necessary Congressional approval to open up to oil drilling.  (See http://www.nytimes.com/2003/01/18/politics/18ALAS.html?ex=1044016097&ei=1&en=473726c69b53b396; see also Alaskan Wilderness Eyed for Oil, Washington Post, http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/articles/A8587-2003Jan17.html; and Oil allies sense arctic refuge victory, MSNBC, http://www.msnbc.com/news/856994.asp)

Melting Ice, Winds of Change, Los Angeles Times, 19/1:  The Northwest Passage is thawing, which carries major implications for shipping, the environment, the Inuit way of life and Canadian sovereignty.  (See http://www.latimes.com/news/science/la-sci-passage19jan19004419,0,4723189.story?coll=la%2Dnews%2Dscience)

Toxic legacy of military haunts bases, Baltimore Sun, 19/1:  Nearly 30 years have passed since the US military vowed to clean up the toxic waste it buried decades ago on bases across the country. But today, as many bases are poised to declare the cleanup job complete or to start new lives as parks and housing subdivisions, there is fresh evidence of just how much the military has missed.  The pollution includes leaky underground fuel tanks, pesticides, buried chemical weapons, experimental bacteria, radioactive waste and live explosives. Much of it is now spreading through soil and ground water, sometimes into public water supplies.  (See http://www.sunspot.net/news/local/bal-te.md.cleanup19jan19,0,4313993.story?coll=bal%2Dlocal%2Dheadlines)

Bush has made more than 50 policy changes on environment, Knight Ridder Newspapers, 17/1:  Halfway into his four-year term, President Bush has significantly altered the nation's environmental policies, often without attracting much notice. A handful of his most controversial policies have made headlines, notably his abandonment of an international treaty on global warming, approval of a federal dump for nuclear waste at Yucca Mountain in Nevada and his proposal to drill for oil and gas in the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge. But Bush's administration has slipped a number of major policy changes under the public's and the media's radar by quietly issuing executive orders that don't require congressional approval, making announcements late on Fridays, rewriting highly technical environmental regulations and muzzling dissent within the administration.  (See http://www.sanluisobispo.com/mld/sanluisobispo/news/politics/4972281.htm)

Vermont mercury labeling law to be applied nationwide, Vermont Times-Argus, 18/1:  Environmentalists in Vermont are applauding a decision by fluorescent lamp manufacturers to extend a mercury labeling law in Vermont to the rest of the country.  While welcoming the industry announcement, advocates of the Vermont law also urged the industry to go further and extend labeling to worldwide distribution it its products.  They noted that in mid-December, the United Nations released its first-ever Global Mercury Assessment Report noting that mercury is a serious global problem warranting international action.  (See http://timesargus.nybor.com/Local/Story/59322.html)

Firms Start Trading Program for Greenhouse-Gas Emissions, Washington Post, 17/1:  A group of major corporations have launched the US's first trading program -- the Chicago Climate Exchange -- to reduce releases of carbon dioxide and other "greenhouse gases" through trades of credits earned by firms that exceed emission-reduction goals.  (See http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/articles/A3624-2003Jan16.html; and Big business to buy, sell greenhouse gas credits, Chicago Tribune, 17/1, http://www.chicagotribune.com/news/chi-0301170403jan17,1,3207314.story?coll=chi%2Dnews%2Dhed)

Study: West's oil, gas not locked up, Denver Post, 17/1:  Since Sept. 11, the Bush administration has claimed that strict environmental laws are hindering oil and gas exploration in the West -- thereby compromising national security by forcing ongoing dependence on foreign energy sources.  But a new federal study undermines that claim by showing that most oil and gas reserves on Western federal lands could be explored under standard government leases.  (See http://www.denverpost.com/Stories/0,1413,36%257E33%257E1116511%257E,00.html)





*********
__________________________________________________________________________________________

ROWA

An International Conference on Soil Pollution at the Sultan Qaboos University in Oman

Tomorrow, Sultan Qaboos University will open the International Conference on Soil and Ground Water Pollution and its Protection in the Dry Lands under the patronage of H.E. Dr. Mohammed Bin Hamad Al-Ramahy, Minister of Gas and Oil.   

.

http://www.omandaily.com/
The Environment Councilor’s Office is making a study on Blanford in the Sultanate of Oman 

This kind of fox is rare and there is no enough information about it or about its manner, or where could be found, so they want to collect some data regarding this kind of Fox which is now enlisted in the Red List.     
http://www.omandaily.com/
H.H. Sheikh Abdullah Bin Hamad Al-Khalifah, the Chief of the General Agency of Marine Resources, Environment, and Wildlife in Bahrain yesterday visited Al-Areen Reserve to meet with the management of the Reserve and to have an idea about their efforts in trying to activate its role in the area.  

http://www.akhbar-alkhaleej.com/Articles.asp?Article=49095&Sn=BNEW
The Higher Council of Environment, Natural Reserves, and the Wildlife  

 National Agency in Saudi Arabia announced the applications of the new procedures regarding Falcon’s hunting or importing for personal use

http://www.al-watan.com/data/20030119/index.asp?content=local4
The Ministry of Environment in Syria in collaboration with UNEP Chemicals produced a technical guide on PCBs vehicles.   

http://www.teshreen.com/daily/_local.asp?FileName=20030117140221
Zayed is the First International and National friend of the Environment

The UAE Participants in the Arab Conference on Eco-Tourism in Cairo declared that UAE’s policy is based on the protection of the local environment then it moved to the International level. 

http://www.alittihad.co.ae/details.asp?M=1&A=1&ArticleID=97753&Journal=1/19/2003
The Director General of the Federal Environment Agency in UAE  assured that the UAE lately realized the dangers of hazardous materials as part of H.E. speech in the workshop organized by the Federal Agency in Abu Dhabi on the  Management and the Information System of the Hazardous materials.

http://www.albayan.co.ae/albayan/2003/01/19/mhl/9.htm
H.E. Mr. Majed Al-Mansouri, the General Secretary of the Environment Research and Wildlife Agency, highlighted the importance of the Environment and Energy Conference 2003 next month. He mentioned that they’d already completed the final arrangements to host this great event in the UAE.
 :10 الأمين العام لهيئة أبحاث البيئة / حوار من جمال المجايدة 

_________________________________________________________________________________________
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.

           **Iraq

           According to the regular update from Baghdad, inspectors from the UN Monitoring, Verification and Inspection  Commission (UNMOVIC) visited a farm and a chemical plant today.

           For the record, I’ll mention that yesterday –- after the briefing -- we announced that the inspectors had

     discovered 11 empty 122 mm chemical warheads and one warhead that requires further evaluation.  The warheads  were in excellent condition and were similar to ones imported by Iraq during the late 1980s.  The team used portable   X-ray equipment to conduct a preliminary analysis of one of the warheads and collected samples for chemical testing.

           On a related note, the Executive Chairman of UNMOVIC, Dr. Hans Blix, met in Paris today with President  Jacques Chirac of France.  And with him was also the head of the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA),   Mohammed ElBaradei.  They then travelled to the United Kingdom, where they will be meeting Prime Minister Tony   Blair.

           And as we’ve already told you, Dr. Blix and Mr. ElBaradei will be making their way to Cyprus.  And from there,   they will be travelling to Baghdad Sunday for two days of talks with Iraqi officials.

           **Vorontsov Arrives in Baghdad

           The UN High-Level Coordinator, Yuli Vorontsov, should be arriving in Baghdad just about now for two days of  talks on missing persons and seized Kuwaiti property, at the invitation of the Iraqi Government.  Mr. Vorontsov travelled  overland from Amman, Jordan, where, some days ago, he followed from the margins a meeting of the new technical  subcommittee on missing persons of the Tripartite Commission.

           On this trip, he also visited Cairo, Egypt, on the 11th and 12th of this month, where he met with Amre Mousa,  the head of the Arab League, and Ahmed Maher, the Egyptian Foreign Minister.  Also, on the 13th, he met with the   Secretary-General of the Organization of the Islamic Conference, Abdelouahed Belkeziz, in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia.

           He will be in Baghdad through Monday, and he will then travel to the headquarters of the UN Iraq-Kuwait

     Observer Mission at Um Qasr, and from there to Kuwait City for more official meetings.

           He will return to Amman on the 22nd of this month, when the second meeting of the technical committee will  take place.  He is expected back in New York on the 24th, and will report to the Secretary-General.

           **Security Council

           The Security Council is having consultations on Liberia.  Africa II Division Director Youssef Mahmoud of the  Department of Political Affairs briefed on security, humanitarian and human rights aspects, as well as on preparations  for elections in Liberia.

           There is also a letter from the Secretary-General to the Security Council in which he says that the Government  of Liberia is still studying the proposed revised mandate for the UN Peace-Building Support Office in that country.  The  Council President is expected to read out a press statement on Liberia.

           Also scheduled today is a formal meeting following consultations on the item “Threats to international peace  and security caused by terrorist acts”.  Up for a vote is a draft resolution on sanctions against Al Qaeda.

           This afternoon at 3:15 p.m., there will be a Council meeting with the troop contributors to the UN Observer  Mission in Georgia (UNOMIG).

           **Security Council -- Monday

           Turning to Monday, the ministerial meeting of the Security Council on the issue of combating terrorism will  take place in an open session.  Non-Council members who wish to participate in the discussion of this issue have  been invited to an open meeting to be held on 20 February.

           At 12:45 p.m. Monday, the French Foreign Minister, Dominique de Villepin, who will preside over this meeting  on Monday, will hold a press conference, and he will be joined by Renaud Muselier, the Minister of State for Foreign  Affairs.

           **Cyprus

           Earlier today the Turkish Cypriot leader, His Excellency Rauf Denktash, and the Greek Cypriot leader, His

     Excellency Glafcos Clerides, met in the presence of the Secretary-General’s Special Adviser for Cyprus, Alvaro de   Soto, in the UN Protected Area in Nicosia.  They’ve agreed to continue their meetings on thrice weekly basis.

           **Côte d’Ivoire -- Humanitarian

           On the second day of her mission to Côte d’Ivoire, Carolyn McAskie, Humanitarian Envoy of the

     Secretary-General for the crisis in Côte d’Ivoire, met with government leaders and stressed the importance of the Government’s role in the provision of emergency relief to those in need regardless of their location.

           She also reminded the Government of its responsibilities regarding the protection of civilians, including some 1 million internally displaced persons, the 50,000 Liberian refugees living in Côte d’Ivoire, as well as the humanitarian  personnel working to bring aid to vulnerable populations.

           Meanwhile, the UN High Commissioner for Refugees says it is about to begin to repatriate thousands of

     Liberian refugees in western Côte d'Ivoire.  The return will require both bus transport and canoes.  UNHCR has   requested a police security escort following days of negotiations with local villages for safe passage.  Ivorian authorities  have worked hard over the past week to calm tensions between the local population and the Liberian refugees.

           **Somali Children

           The Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs has released the results of a study on Somali children   prepared by its independent humanitarian news service, known as the Integrated Regional Information Network (IRIN).

           According to the report, Somali parents are paying smugglers up to $10,000 to take their children abroad, as  part of a lucrative and exploitative international child-smuggling business.  Faced with desperate choices, many  parents who see no future in their own country allow their children to be abandoned by "agents" at airports and railway stations in European and North American countries.

           The United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF), commenting on the reports of children being smuggled into  Europe from Somalia, says the reason for this phenomenon was largely related to education at the secondary level --  Somalis had always placed a high value on education, UNICEF says, and currently secondary education was not easily available in that country.

           **Roma

           In Brussels, Belgium, the UN Development Programme (UNDP) yesterday launched its Roma Human

     Development Report, "Avoiding the Dependency Trap", which points out that the literacy, infant mortality and basic  nutrition rates of most of Europe's four to five million Roma are closer to levels in sub-Saharan Africa than those for  other Europeans.

           Nearly half of the Roma surveyed are unemployed, and close to one in six is "constantly starving".  Only six   out of 10 households have running water, the report says, and fewer than half have toilets in their homes.  It adds that  only a third of the Roma surveyed completed primary school, while only 1 per cent attended college.

           "The international community needs to consider Roma issues from a broader developmental perspective and  ensure that Roma people have equal access to education and job opportunities," said Kalman Mizsei, UNDP Director   for Europe and the Commonwealth of Independent States, who supervised the survey.  The survey was carried out in   five countries:  Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Hungary, Romania, and Slovakia.

           **Afghanistan -- Food

           The World Food Programme (WFP) took over responsibility today from the Office of the UN High

     Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) for the distribution of food aid to 288,000 Afghan refugees in Pakistan, as part of   a test project that could be extended to all areas of the world.  Previously, the WFP provided the food to the UNHCR,   which then distributed it to the refugees.

           **Sri Lanka -- Humanitarian

           UNHCR officials have been meeting with of Sri Lankan government representatives and Tamil Tiger rebel

     leaders this week to determine the refugee agency’s possible role in returning an initial group of over 100,000 internally  displaced Tamils in Sri Lanka.  Also discussed during the meeting, which was held in a rebel-controlled town, was the   future return of some 84,000 refugees living in the southern Indian State of Tamil Nadu.

           **Press Releases

           The World Health Organization (WHO) announced today in a press release that 43 new countries have been   given low cost access to health journals.  The 43 countries, all with a per capita gross national product (GNP) of   between $1,000 and $1,500, will pay $1,000 annually for access to 2,200 high-quality medical journals.  These  countries will join the 69 low-income countries already participating at no cost in the Health InterNetwork Access to  Research Initiative (HINARI).

           **Signings

           Two treaty actions took place here this morning.  The Convention on the Prohibition of the Use, Stockpiling,   Production and Transfer of Anti-Personnel Mines and Their Destruction was ratified by Cyprus, bringing the number of  parties to 131.  And Nicaragua acceded to the International Convention for the Suppression of Terrorist Bombings,   which now has 79 parties.

           **Budget

           We got two more payments in full of 2003 regular budget contributions today.  Canada paid more than $34

     million and Hungary more than $1.6 million.  That brings the total number paid in full for this year to 20.  This time last   year, there were 27.  We’ll never get up to 191 by the end of the month.

           **UN Works TV Programme

           As we told you in December, the first episode of a 10-part television series called “What’s Going On?”,

     co-produced by UN Works, will air on Sunday here on the Showtime Cable network.  The first episode will feature   UNDP Goodwill Ambassador Danny Glover and will profile children in the Caribbean living with HIV/AIDS.  The series  was developed in collaboration with UNICEF, UNDP, International Labour Organization and the UNHCR.  There is more  information on the UN Works Web site, which is www.un.org/works.

           And I have another reminder for you.  This afternoon at 6 o’clock in the Visitors’ Lobby, the exhibition on the  100 best typeface designs of the past five years will be formally opened. 

           **The Week Ahead at United Nations

           And we have the Week Ahead for you to help you with your coverage of the UN for the next week.

           Questions and Answers

           Question:  The missiles that have been found in Baghdad.  Where were they from?  Is that included in the total  ...  or separate

           Spokesman:  Warheads.  Warheads.  They were warheads, not missiles found in southern Iraq.  At a depot in  southern Iraq.  Yes?

           Question:  Fred, on Mr. Vorontsov’s mission, tell us, Mr. Vorontsov and the UN inspectors that are visiting  Baghdad.  Does it mean more pressure on Saddam Hussein or any relationship between the two missions?

           Spokesman:  I am not aware that there is any relation between the two other than that Iraq’s invitation to Mr.  Vorontsov to visit represents more openness on their part and fuller compliance with Security Council resolutions.  But,  I don’t think there’s any other link between the timing of the visits.  I assume it’s coincidental.

           Question:  As you know, yesterday, I interviewed Colin Powell.  He said that he was going to be providing

     more information about Iraq’s WMD [Weapons of Mass Destruction] programmes in the next few days and clearly he  feels it’s going to be enough to help convince the Security Council to pass a second resolution.  I was wondering, is  the Secretary-General aware of this?  Has anything come from the State Department to let you know that this  information was on its way?

           Spokesman:  I doubt it would come to the Secretary-General.  It would go to either the International Atomic  Energy Agency (IAEA)or to Hans Blix’s UNMOVIC, and Blix, as you know, reports directly to the Security Council.  I’d  have to ask the Secretary-General if this information has been conveyed to him in any conversations he might have   had with the Secretary of State.  But at this point, I don’t know.  I am not aware that it was discussed.

           Question:  Presumably, the Secretary-General would welcome it?

           Spokesman:  Well, Hans Blix has said he would like, first, more intelligence that might be in the possession of Member States to help him do his work, and more information generally from the Iraqis on their reporting.  So, I think  anything that helps fill in the gaps, he’d appreciate.  But, I really can’t speak for him.

           Question:  Sort of like related to this.  It sounds as if the Secretary of State is planning to seek a second

     resolution, which I am sure would come as a relief to a lot of people, because we’ve heard, or at least a number of  people are concerned, that the US might go it alone without another authorization from the Council.  The     Secretary-General spoke about this the other day.  I was wondering if he has commented at all on these analyses,

     these comments out there, that if the US were to go it alone without a second resolution from the Security Council it   would cripple this Organization and render as useless as the League of Nations.  Has he said anything on it?

           Spokesman:  I think he’s commented on that quite a bit.  But not in the negative way you put it.  But, rather

     that, first, by going through the Security Council the US has strengthened not only the United Nations, but the rule of  law.  And that his hope is that the Council can act in a united way in dealing with Iraq, as well as with other issues.   He’s said that on many occasions that a united Council was a strong Council, and a strong Council is good for the  United Nations as a whole.  So, I think probably if you get on our Web site and do a search, you’ll find quite a few  comments on these lines.

           Question:  Can you then just speculate about what the consequences would be of action without a second

     resolution?

           Spokesman:   No. Okay, enjoy your weekend.  Thank you.

                                              * *** *

_________________________________________________________________________________________
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F R I D A Y    H I G H L I G H T S
*
Security Council improves Al-Qaida sanctions regime

*
Liberia: Security Council members urge government, rebels to end conflict

*
Iraq: UN inspectors visit ice-making factory, defunct chlorine plant

*
UN envoy on return of missing Kuwaitis in first-ever visit to Baghdad for talks

*
Turkish Cypriot, Greek Cypriot leaders meet in UN presence in Nicosia
*
Ivorian Government must provide relief for all those in need, UN envoy stresses

*
UN agency takes over food distribution to Afghan refugees in Pakistan 

*
No progress in negotiations over future of Abkhazia, Georgia, Annan reports

*
Somalia’s children smuggled abroad to an uncertain future, UN reports

*
Sri Lanka: UN agency in talks with government, rebels on refugee returns

*
WHO provides low-cost access to health journals for poor countries

*
Typeface exhibition unveiled at UN Headquarters in New York

* * * *

Al-Qaida

17 January – Stressing the obligation of all States to work together urgently to prevent and suppress terrorist acts, the United Nations Security Council moved unanimously today to improve implementation of the sanctions regime imposed on Usama bin Laden, Al-Qaida, the Taliban and their associates.

Adopting a new resolution today, the Council decided to improve the implementation of specific measures which date back to 1999. They include the freezing of funds and other financial resources of the Taliban as well as funds and other assets of Usama bin Laden and individuals and entities associated with him as designated by the sanctions committee established by resolution 1267 (1999), an arms embargo, and travel prohibitions. The Council also decided that if necessary, it would further improve these measures within the year. 

The Council adopted the 1999 resolution in response to the indictment of Usama bin Laden for the 1998 terrorist bombings of United States embassies in Nairobi and Dar-es-Salaam. Resolutions 1333 (2000) and 1390 (2002) further tightened the sanctions regime.

By today’s resolution, the Council stressed the need for improved coordination and increased exchange of information between the relevant sanctions Committee and the Counter-terrorism Committee (CTC) established in 2001 in the wake of the 11 September terror attacks against the United States, and called on all countries to submit an updated report to the CTC no later than 90 days from today on all steps taken to implement the improved measures and all related investigations and enforcement actions. 

In addition, the Council requested Secretary-General Kofi Annan to reappoint five experts to monitor for another 12 months the implementation of the measures and to follow up on relevant leads relating to any incomplete implementation of the measures. 

* * *

Liberia

17 January – Members of the United Nations Security Council today urged the Government of Liberia and a rebel group to end their current conflict and to work towards holding peaceful elections.

In a statement to the press by the current Council President, Ambassador Jean-Marc de La Sablière of France, the 15-nation body called on the Government and the Liberians United for Reconciliation and Democracy (LURD) rebels “to work to bring the armed conflict to an end through dialogue and to create the security conditions necessary for inclusive, peaceful and free legislative and presidential elections, including a ceasefire to guarantee safety for all.”

The statement also welcomed the outcome of a meeting on 19 December of the International Contact Group as a positive step in this direction.

Ambassador de La Sablière said the members expressed their regret at the Government’s lack of response to the proposals by Secretary-General Kofi Annan for a revised mandate for the UN Office in Liberia (UNOL), including an extension until 31 December 2003 and steps to increase the Office’s capacity for objective reporting.

Expressing concern over human rights violations in the country, Council members also sought free access for aid workers to displaced civilians and refugees, as well as permission for international observers to monitor elections there, Ambassador de La Sablière said.

The statement concluded with an appeal to the Government of Liberia to “commit to building peace in the region” by complying with Security Council resolutions and normalizing its relations with neighbouring countries and the international community at large.

Earlier Friday, the Council heard a briefing by Youssef Mahmoud, Director of the Africa Division of the UN Department of Political Affairs on the situation in Liberia.

* * *

Iraq: inspections

17 January – United Nations inspectors today continued their probe for evidence of illegal weapons in Iraq, visiting an ice-making factory and a defunct chlorine plant outside of Baghdad.

Experts from the UN Monitoring, Verification and Inspection Commission (UNMOVIC) inspected a farm and visited an ice-making factory near As Suwayrah, approximately 50 kilometres southeast of Baghdad. Multi-frequency electromagnetic detectors were used to survey several areas of the farm, a spokesman for the Commission said in Baghdad.

Meanwhile, an UNMOVIC chemical team inspected Falluja I, a storage area for farm products and largely deserted, and Falluja II, a site that comprises the headquarters of the Al-Tariq Company and a factory area. The major activity at this location is the production of phenol and chlorine, although the chlorine plant is currently inoperative, according to spokesman Hiro Ueki.

In other news, UNMOVIC Executive Chairman Hans Blix met today in Paris with President Jacques Chirac of France. He then travelled to the United Kingdom, where he is meeting with Prime Minister Tony Blair.

Mr. Blix will then leave from London for Cyprus before heading to Baghdad this weekend with Mohamed ElBaradei, Director-General of the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), for talks with Iraqi officials.

* * * 

Iraq-Kuwait

17 January – Following an invitation from the Iraqi Government, a United Nations envoy is arriving in Baghdad today for two days of talks with authorities on the return of missing persons and seized Kuwaiti property.

UN High-level Coordinator Yuli Vorontsov travelled overland from Amman, Jordan, where he followed from the margins of a meeting of the new technical subcommittee on missing persons of the Tripartite Commission, a UN spokesman said.

Earlier on this trip, Ambassador Vorontsov visited Cairo for talks with Amre Mousa, head of the Arab League, and Egyptian Foreign Minister Ahmed Maher. On 13 January, the UN envoy met with the Secretary-General of the Organization of the Islamic Conference, Abdelouahed Belkeziz, in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia.

Ambassador Vorontsov is expected to be in Baghdad through Monday, when he will travel to the headquarters of the UN Iraq-Kuwait Observer Mission (UNIKOM) at Um Qasr and then on to Kuwait City for official meetings.

He is scheduled to return to Amman on Wednesday, when the second meeting of the technical committee will take place, before returning to New York on 24 January to report to Secretary-General Kofi Annan, the spokesman said.

* * *

Cyprus

17 January – The Turkish Cypriot leader, Rauf Denktash, and the Greek Cypriot leader, Glafcos Clerides, met today in the presence of the Secretary-General’s Special Adviser for Cyprus, Alvaro de Soto, in the United Nations Protected Area in Nicosia.

According to a UN spokesman, the two leaders agreed to continue their meetings on a thrice-weekly basis.

In December, Secretary-General Kofi Annan presented a revised plan for settling the Cyprus problem. The UN leader has expressed the hope that the two sides can reach a comprehensive agreement by 28 February in order to enable a reunited Cyprus to join the European Union in April.

* * *

Côte d’Ivoire

17 January – As fighting in the western part of Côte d’Ivoire and recent ceasefire violations in the north persist, sending thousands of Ivorians fleeing to neighbouring countries, the United Nations humanitarian envoy for the crisis in the country today urged the government to provide relief to those in need wherever the may be.

On the second day of her month-long mission to the region, Carolyn McAskie, Humanitarian Envoy of the UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan for the crisis in Côte d’Ivoire, met with government leaders and stressed the importance of the government’s role in the provision of emergency relief to those in need regardless of their location. 

She also reminded the Government of its responsibilities to protect civilians, including some one million internally displaced persons, the 50,000 Liberian refugees living in Côte d’Ivoire, as well as the humanitarian personnel working to bring aid to vulnerable populations.

The scale of displacement in Côte d’Ivoire is massive and increasing rapidly. Out of a population of 16 million, an estimated 600,000 were displaced internally by the end of November, according to an update issued by the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA). Fighting in the west has since forced the displacement of perhaps an additional 500,000. The total number of IDPs topped 1.1 million by the beginning of January. In addition, over 23,000 Ivorian refugees have fled to neighbouring countries, and 129,000 third-country nationals are retuning home to neighbouring Liberia, Guinea, Burkina Faso, Mali, and Ghana.

For a further assessment of the situation of many of the people displaced by the violence, Ms. McAskie will tomorrow visit shantytowns in Abidjan.

Meanwhile, using canoes and buses, staff of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) are set to begin the repatriation of thousands of frightened Liberian refugees from western Côte d’Ivoire. UNHCR has requested a police security escort following days of negotiations with local villages for safe passage. The return will require five buses to transport 100 Liberians 30 kilometres to the Cavaly River – which forms the border between the two countries – where the canoes will be waiting to ferry them across. 

According to a UNHCR spokesperson in Geneva, nearly 2,400 Liberian refugees have registered at the agency’s office in the town of Tabou over the past three days. “They include 850 who had fled into the compound earlier this month to escape growing tensions with the local population, and hundreds of others who came from surrounding villages upon hearing of the return operation,” Kris Janowski said. 

* * *

Afghanistan


17 January – Signalling what may be a major push to streamline humanitarian aid delivery schemes worldwide, the United Nations World Food Programme (WFP) today took over from the UN’s refugee agency responsibility for providing food to Afghan refugees in Pakistan.

As part of a test project that could be extended to all areas of the world, WFP will now distribute food to some 288,000 refugees within Pakistan’s new Afghan refugee camps, the UN High Commissioner for Refugee’s Country Representative, Hasim Utkan said today from Islamabad. Previously, WFP provided the food to UNHCR, which then distributed it to the refugees.

Recalling that working relations between UNHCR and WFP have long been seen internationally as an “effective collaboration between U.N. humanitarian organizations,” Mr. Utkan said. “This new step, under which WFP will handle the final distribution of food aid in Pakistan, is designed to further improve the efficiency of our procedures and could be a model to extend our operations elsewhere.”

According to the agencies, more than 64,500 tons of food is needed by WFP to feed the Afghan refugees and provide supplementary feeding to 23,000 of the most vulnerable Afghan women and children in these new camps. WFP will continue to explore alternate ways improve strategies to reach those in need. The jointly monitored operation, which will include the participation of international and local non-governmental organizations, will be evaluated by year’s end.

“UNHCR and WFP are global partners in helping refugees around the world,” said WFP’s Country Representative, German Valdivia, “and in Pakistan we are trying something new.” The pilot project will allow the agencies to help fight hunger and provide shelter for displaced Afghans who fled their country in the face of the international coalition’s war on terrorism and the devastating effects of a five year drought. “We call upon the international community for donor contributions to support these poor victims of circumstances beyond their control,” he said.

* * *

Abkhazia, Georgia

17 January – Negotiations on the future status of Abkhazia, Georgia have made little progress in the last year, Secretary General Kofi Annan says in a new report, recommending the continued presence of the United Nations Observer Mission in that country (UNOMIG) for another six months.

“The tone of the two parties has hardened, there is a deep mistrust between them and they show little sign of willingness to make the substantive compromises necessary for a meaningful peace process,” he says, noting that the Abkhaz side has refused to even enter into discussions on the principles on which negotiations should be based. They have declined repeated offers for talks on the issue, and also denied Georgia access to a crash site where a UNOMIG helicopter was shot down on 8 October 2001.

Consultations on the future of Abkhazia will continue to be based on a paper entitled “Basic Principles for the Distribution of Competences between Tbilisi and Sukhumi,” which was submitted a year ago by the Secretary General’s Special Representative for Georgia, Heidi Tagliavini, according to the report. They will also include informal discussions with senior representatives of the Group of Friends and resumed meetings of the Coordinating Council.

Mr. Annan welcomes the cooperation of both parties on the strengthening of law enforcement institutions to improve the situation for internally displaced persons, but regrets the lack of progress in implementing safe and secure conditions for a 1994 agreement on the voluntary return of refugees. He highlights the need for both the Georgian and Abkhaz sides to bring perpetrators of crimes against UN personnel to justice, and emphasized their responsibilities for the safety of civilian and military personnel.

Stressing that its presence “remains essential for maintaining stability in the conflict zone and for pursuing the process towards a political settlement of the conflict,” the Secretary-General recommends that the mandate of UNOMIG be extended until 31 July. In addition to its peacekeeping activities, the Mission also implements a series of quick-impact repair and refurbishment projects in the area.

* * *

Somalia

17 January – Somali children sent abroad in the expectation of a better life instead end up facing serious psychological and identity problems, and in extreme cases, are even forced into prostitution as part of an exploitative child-smuggling business, according to a new report released today by the United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA).

Faced with desperate choices and a bleak future in their own country, many Somali parents pay up to $10,000 to child traffickers, who “abandon” the children at airports and railway stations in European and North American countries, says “A Gap in their Hearts: the experience of separated Somali children,” which was prepared by OCHA’s independent humanitarian news service known as the Integrated Regional Information Network (IRIN).
The report quotes child smugglers who claim that up to 250 children – mostly teenagers but some two to three year-olds – are sent out of Somalia every month. Families blame poor education, sparse health facilities, poverty and conflict as reasons to spent thousands of dollars to smuggle their children abroad.

But while some “separated” children end up with caring relatives, some are burdened by serious psychological and identity problems; they are coached and intimidated to assume a new name, age and a made-up family history. The report also says that in extreme cases some fall into the hands of international criminal gangs. Houdan, a “separated” child studying biotechnology in Sweden, is quoted in the report as saying that for people like him, the problems outweigh advantages. “It is tragic…they can’t take advantage of the opportunities they are sent for because of their circumstances,” he says.

The children also pose a challenge to host countries where immigration and security measures after the 11 September terror attacks in the United States have been tightened and their rights often come under question. With immigration one of the most important issues in the West today, the report says that development and aid is imperative rather than erecting more barriers in the host countries. After a decade of international neglect and collapse of the state in 1991, Somalia produces one of the largest groups of separated children who arrive in Europe and North America.

* * *

Sri Lanka

17 January – Officials from the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) have been meeting with representatives of the Government of Sri Lanka and Tamil Tiger rebel leaders this week to determine a possible role in returning an initial group of over 100,000 internally displaced Tamils, the UN agency said today.

The meeting also discussed the future return of some 84,000 refugees living in the southern Indian state of Tamil Nadu, spokesman Kris Janowski said in Geneva.

Last February, the Government and rebels from the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) signed a ceasefire agreement brokered by Norway, raising hopes for the return of more than 1.5 million people uprooted by a civil war that lasted almost two decades.

More than 84,000 Tamils fled to neighbouring India. In addition, hundreds of thousands sought refuge in Europe and North America, becoming one of the western world’s largest groups of asylum seekers. The conflict also displaced 800,000 Sri Lankan Tamils within their own country. Since the ceasefire agreement was signed, more than 230,000 internally displaced people (IDPs) have spontaneously returned home while about 1,000 have come back from India.

While welcoming the ceasefire agreement and subsequent accords on refugee returns as a breakthrough in one of South Asia’s longest-running displacement crises, Mr. Janowski said UNHCR has repeatedly stressed that certain conditions must be created for the return to work.

“The issues that need to be addressed include property restitution, the establishment of independent administrative and police systems in areas of return and the issuance of identity documents to those going back,” he said. “In addition to legislative steps there is a need to repair Sri Lanka’s physical infrastructure that had been shattered by the war and to remove landmines that pose a lethal danger to those going back.”

* * *

WHO


17 January – The United Nations World Health Organization (WHO) announced today that its ongoing partnership with the international publishing community has provided 43 new countries low-cost online access to health journals.  

These countries – all with a per capita gross national product (GNP) of between $1,000 and $1,500 – will pay just $1,000 a year for online access to 2,200 high-quality medical journals through the Health InterNetwork Access to Research Initiative (HINARI), according to WHO. The 28 participating publishers are contributing the fees collected to a fund to train librarians and researchers in ways to harness the benefits of the information revolution. The new countries join the 69 low-income countries with a GNP per capita below $1,000 whose hospitals, medical schools and research institutions are already participating at no cost. 

“The knowledge gap between rich and poor must be overcome if we are to reduce poverty,” said Dr. Gro Harlem Brundtland, WHO Director-General. “In HINARI lies the seed of a knowledge revolution.” The information made available through HINARI will help developing countries in improving skills, developing research, and by extension, to save lives, she added.

HINARI has been developed by WHO and its publisher partners to support the health sector in developing countries by enabling access to high quality, timely, relevant scientific information at affordable prices. It builds on recent developments in academic publishing and library services, particularly the shift from print to electronic journal publishing. HINARI has evolved under the umbrella of the Health InterNetwork, a WHO-led public-private partnership initiated by UN Secretary General Kofi Annan as part of his Millennium Agenda to narrow the digital divide.

* * *

Typeface exhibition

17 January – The 100 best typeface designs used in global written communication over the past five years are on display at the United Nations Headquarters in New York, the winners of a global competition organized as part of the UN Year of Dialogue among Civilizations in 2001.

The exhibition, which opened this evening and runs through 9 February, is the result of an unprecedented worldwide competition organized by the Association Typographique Internationale (ATypI). Judging for the competition, called bukva:raz! – Russian for “letter:one!” – took place in Moscow in December 2001, where a jury of distinguished typographic experts in multilingual typography picked the 100 winners from among more than 600 entries from 30 countries, representing 14 different alphabets or writing systems.

The travelling exhibition debuted last September at ATypI’s annual conference in Rome, and it was shown in October and November in Vienna. The UN venue represents its first showing in North America.

Kicking off the three-week run at UN Headquarters, Giandomenico Picco, Secretary General Kofi Annan’s Personal Representative for the UN Year of Dialogue among Civilizations, said he hoped that the exhibition will “break boundaries and encourage better and easier communication among individual human beings.”

* *** *
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