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ENS

Reassessing Development as It Impacts Tribal Peoples

                      NAIROBI, Kenya, November 18, 2002 (ENS) - New dam construction, mining  and road development plans should only be approved after assessments of  their impacts on the lives and cultures of indigenous peoples, the head of the  United Nations's environment agency today told an audience of native                       peoples from Africa, Latin America, Asia and the Pacific. 

                      Klaus Toepfer, executive director of the UN Environment Programme (UNEP),   told delegates to the 4th International Conference of the International Alliance  of Indigenous and Tribal Peoples of the Tropical Forests that new  construction and development projects are no longer allowed without an  evaluation of their environmental impacts. 

                      He said the same legally binding standards should be applied to the impact of   these projects on the lifestyles and cultures of indigenous peoples, not in   respect of nostalgia but as an "economic imperative." 

                      Global studies, carried out by UNEP in collaboration with other UN agencies,  academics and local people, have found a firm link between cultural and  linguistic diversity and biodiversity. 

                      "If you look at languages, you can see the links," said Toepfer. "On a global   level we have less than 7,000 languages and of those up to 2,500 are on the  Red List of endangered languages. If you correlate this to biodiversity, the  wealth of animal and plant life on the planet, you see that where you are losing cultural diversity, you are losing biodiversity, and visa versa," he told   the conference. 

                      Toepfer said the wealth of animal and plant life nurtured by indigenous, tribal   and local peoples "for generations, for ages" is a treasure trove of potentially   promising new drugs, crops and industrial products. 

                      Many of these cultures and their indigenous knowledge are being lost, partly  as a result of the globalization of trade, of the media, and the rising dominance  of western or northern style values and traditions. 

                      Big infrastructure developments such as dams, mining camps and insensitive  tourism projects either force indigenous communities from their lands or by   bring their cultures into conflict with foreign ones. 

                      Toepfer declared his support for Alliance's demand that cultural damage be assessed as a condition of development. 

                      "The more we lose diversity, both culturally and in the natural world, the more  we run the risk of instability, the possibility of disasters such as crop failures and basic knowledge on coping with natural disasters such as drought," said  Toepfer. 

                      "For example local people and tribes have, for millenia, developed strategies  and  methods for surviving in often harsh, sometimes, low rainfall areas. These  have allowed them to grow crops and graze livestock without sacrificing the  fertility and stability of the land. We must give this knowledge and the genetic                      resources so carefully nurtured by indigenous people our respect and an economic value," he said. 

                      Toepfer told delegates that UNEP plans to further these issues at the next  meeting of its Governing Council set for Nairobi in February 2003. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________                                              

ENS

Sea Shepherd Launches First Vegan Anti-Whaling Campaign 

                      MALIBU, California, November 18, 2002 (ENS) - In December 2002, Sea  Shepherd Conservation Society will embark on a campaign to oppose the  Japanese whaling fleet in Antarctica.  Departing Auckland, New Zealand on December 4, Captain Paul Watson will   take the Sea Shepherd’s ship the "Farley Mowat" and 45 volunteers on a two   month long voyage across the icy waters of Antarctica's Southern Ocean in  an attempt stop the slaughter of whales in the Southern Ocean Sanctuary. 

                      The crew of the Farley Mowat will be the first completely vegan crew to  voyage to the Southern continent, says Watson. "I don't want to hear the same tired old argument from the Japanese about how whale-savers eat cows  but save whales," he said. 

                      "The Japanese say there is no difference between whales and cows," argued Watson. "There are of course, plenty of differences, and the most important  difference is that the Antarctic Minke whale is an endangered species, as  listed by the Convention on the International Trade in Endangered Species. (CITES). 

                      "However, if the Japanese see us as hypocrites for eating meat from cows and  not from whales, we have effectively removed this charge of hypocrisy by  declaring the Farley Mowat as a meat free zone." 

                      A vegan (pronounced VEE-gun) is someone who avoids using or consuming animal products. While vegetarians avoid flesh foods, vegans also avoid dairy and eggs, as well as fur, leather, wool, down, and cosmetics or chemical  products tested on animals. 

                      The Sea Shepherd Conservation Society has always made vegan and  vegetarian meals available to the crews of its various ships. Still, meat has  been available to non-vegans and vegetarians in the past, although the  organization has had a policy of not serving fish. 

                      Watson says he and members of the Sea Shepherd Society are concerned that "some 50 percent of fish taken from the sea is utilized as food for farm animals." Fishmeal is used to raise chickens, cows, pigs, and salmon. Large quantities of tuna is fed to domestic cats. 

                      "With our oceans dying, with numerous fish species on the brink of extinction, with the proliferation of PCB's, mercury, and other heavy metals  polluting the world's fish, it is time for humanity to question this horrendous destruction," Watson says. The Sea Shepherd crew intends to exemplify this  concern by adopting an exclusively vegan diet for its campaigns. 

                      While the Japanese maintain they are taking a self imposed quota of 440 minke whales under the scientific research provisions of the International Whaling Commission regulations, Watson calls their whaling activities illegal.  He says, "These whalers will be breaking laws that govern whaling by the International Whaling Commission, International Laws of the Sea, Antarctic  Environmental Protection Act, The Convention of Antarctic Marine Living Resources, and The World Charter for Nature." 

                                              * * *

_________________________________________________________________________________________

Africa News 

November 19, 2002 

Kenya;   What About Foreign Policy? 

If the policies propagated by the front-runners in this year's presidential election are anything to go by,

      Kenya will take a long break from international affairs. 

      Neither Kanu's Uhuru Kenyatta nor National Rainbow Coalition's Mwai Kibaki nor yet Ford-People's Simeon  Nyachae indicates that international or at least African issues will be important in their administration. 

      Their take on such issues as the North-South economic conflict, environmental degradation or the war      against terrorism is not clear. The candidates' provincial orientation has also not boosted their stature on  the international scene. Therefore, their positions on issues like the African Union, the New Partnership for     African Development, aid, development and settlement of regional conflicts may not be known until months,      probably years, into their administration - if they win. 

      This should not be the case. Even though the glory has diminished somewhat since the late 1980s, Nairobi      continues to host important international institutions, key among them Unep and the United Nations Office. 

      Kenya has also hosted important regional conventions and summits and co-ordinated peace negotiations,      notably for Uganda, Democratic Congo, the Sudan and Somalia. 

      The negotiations for Sudan and Somalia are on going and it might be a long time before peace is restored in  the two countries. 

      On the African scene, Kenya has maintained a leadership role in Eastern Africa, with President Moi the      pre-eminent spokesman on the region's concerns at pan African and international fora. The current issue is      the region's inclusion in the steering committee of Nepad. 

      International issues may not be the mainstay of political rallies since the voting public is keener to know how  the aspirants plan to improve the lives of ordinary people. 

      External questions may be considered extra baggage as the combatants engage in personalised, below-the      belt-attacks that Kenyans seem to relish. 

      However, whoever takes over must of necessity maintain the international profile that the Moi era will      bequeath.

________________________________________________________________________________________

BBC

Stricken oil tanker sinks
               Oil has been washing up on beaches in Galicia  A stricken tanker which has been leaking oil off the               north-west coast of Spain has sunk after breaking apart, taking thousands of tons of fuel with it. 

               The bow of the Prestige  was the first to go under  water, followed a few hours later by the rear of the               vessel, which had been carrying at least 70,000  metric tons of heavy fuel oil. 

               There are fears of a massive ecological disaster  if all the oil escapes from the Bahamas-registered               tanker, which was about  250 kilometres (150 miles)  from the Spanish coast   when it started to break  up. 

               A spokesman for the Dutch salvage company Smit Salvage said at least some  of the compartments               containing oil would go to  the sea bed intact,  lessening the impact of the  spill, but that it was  impossible to say how  many. 

               "And the low temperature of the sea will hopefully slow down the speed at which the oil escapes from those compartments which have split," Daniel Yates told BBC  News Online. 

            However several thousand tons of oil have already leaked from the Prestige since its hull  cracked during a storm last Wednesday, much  of which has washed up on the coast of Galicia. 

               Environmentalists warn that if the entire cargo spills, the resulting damage could be double  that caused in the Exxon Valdez disaster off  the coast of Alaska in 1989 - one of the worst ever. 

               Economic impact 

               The Spanish authorities have suspended fishing along the 100-kilometre stretch of coastline               from Roncudo to Cape Tourinan, and financial compensation has been promised to local  fishermen. 

               Whole communities depend on fishing in the area, which  is famous for its shellfish,  octopus and crabs. 

               As local residents pushed ahead with an emergency clean-up operation, other European countries offered assistance in response to a Spanish appeal. 

               Spanish Prime Minister Jose  Maria Aznar - under fire from environmentalists for what  they consider to be a timid  response to the disaster -  has vowed to make whoever  is responsible pay for Spain's worst shipping disaster in 10 years. 

               To the south, Portugal is bracing for the possibility that  oil could foul its Atlantic beaches and rich fishing  grounds. 

               It had rejected the possibility of the crippled tanker  entering one of its ports. 

               A diplomatic row has also erupted between Spain and  Britain over responsibility for  the maritime safety of the  tanker. 

               The European Commission  has declared that  catastrophe could have been  averted if governments had enforced new rules which  oblige authorities to inspect at least a quarter of all ships  entering their ports. 

               The legislation targets ships  like the Prestige, an older,  single-hulled vessel suspected of carrying a

               so-called flag of  convenience. 

               French President Jacques  Chirac said: "I am horrified by the inability of those in charge, politically, nationally and particularly at European level, to take action to  stem the laxity which permits these ships fit only for the  dustbin to carry on. 

               "Now we must urgently take draconian measures, both  severe and serious, even if they harm the interests of  certain companies whose interests are not worth  defending." 

               The break-up of the Bahamas-registered Prestige has also raised further questions over the issue of               registering a vessel in a state with which it does not  necessarily have any connection. 

               It allows ship-owners to avoid certain taxes on their profits and avoid international regulations on matters like crew qualifications. 

               'Coast of death' 

               Most of the tanker's crew were airlifted off the vessel  last week. 

               The Greek captain of  the vessel, Apostolos  Mangouras, has been  remanded in custody,

               accused of failing to  co-operate with salvage  crews and harming the environment. 

               Spain's north-west  coastline is known as   the "coast of death"  because of the many  shipwrecks that have occurred there. 

               The worst in recent years was in 1992, when  the Greek tanker Aegean Sea lost 80,000  tonnes of crude oil when it ran aground near  La Coruna.

_______________________________________________________________________________________

BBC 

Oil spill: Consequences for - wildlife

               Gannets taking off The coastal waters of north west Spain support rich  marine and bird life - virtually all of which is threatened  by the Prestige oil spill. 

               Experts are warning that if oil reaches some parts, it  could be many years before certain species and               habitats recover. 

               The original damage to the Prestige happened almost directly over an area called the "Galician Bank", 100kms  off the Spanish coast. 

               At this point, a sub-sea mountain rises from the  seabed. 

               In the upwellings of water which surround it, life thrives. 

               The area is acknowledged as one of the most ecologically important  along the Spanish coast. 

               Stephan Lutter, the head of the World Wildlife Fund's North East Atlantic Programme, told BBC News Online: "It's an area very            rich in fish - and as such, a  source of food for seabirds." 

               Robin Law, a marine scientist from the Centre  for Environment, Fisheries and Aquaculture Science               (CEFAS), told BBC News  Online that while it was unlikely that fish stocks would  be seriously damaged by fuel oil near the surface, seabirds would be exposed to it when they tried to feed.

               So far, examples of 18 species of seabird have been  found oiled by volunteers. 

               These include gulls and gannets - many of them  migratory species common in the UK. 

               However, scientists are  concerned about the threat  to the Balearic  shearwater(Puffinus            mauretanicus), which is already facing extinction. 

               This species is now listed as critically endangered  following a recent revision  of its status to be               published in the Spanish  Red List of Threatend Bird Species. 

               In 1991, the population was estimated to be approximately 3,300  breeding pairs, but by 2000 this had been reportedly reduced to between 1,750 and 2,125 pairs. 

               At the coast 

               When the oil reaches coastal waters, it wreaks far more damage on fragile ecosystems - some of them vital to  local human economies. 

               While much of the coastline of this part of Spain is.  rocky, there are sheltered inlets, or seas, mudflats and  saltmarshes which are particularly vulnerable. 

               Robin Law says: "With fuel oil, when it reaches shallow waters, quite a bit will pick up sand and sink. 

               "Every time there is a  storm, fuel oil is released out of the sand again." 

               Particularly under threat  are "filter feeders",  shellfish such as mussels, which live in this mud or

               sand. 

               They may simply be  smothered by the oil as it settles, or suffocated by  the oil as they try to pass

               tainted water through their delicate gills and feeding apparatus. 

               It is possible for shellfish to be tainted by the toxicity of  the oil over periods of years. 

               This has severe implications for not only the shellfish populations  themselves, but the creatures,               including birds and humans, which  feed on them. 

               A good example of this happening is a relatively small spill of fuel oil in  Buzzard's Bay, US, in 1969. 

               This caused tainting of shellfish which was persistent  many years after the incident. 

               While the rocky shore may be cleaned relatively quickly  by storms and normal wave action, the tranquility of the areas could delay this yet further. 

               Even saltmarsh plants, if severely oiled, can take up to a decade to recover fully. 

               According to Robin Law, efforts to clean up sensitive areas such as this can be as damaging as the oil itself. 

               Experts say the balance of nature on north west Spain's  rocky shores could be damaged by the spill. 

               Nature's repair work 

               Dr Paul Gilliland, a marine policy adviser with English Nature, says subtle changes could take years to correct themselves. 

               He said: "A common reaction is that limpets will die off. 

               "This may allow the growth of certain seaweeds that  weaken groups of mussels. 

               "These could simply be washed away in the next big  storm. 

               "It can take years for even rocky coasts to recover." 

               He said that, painful as it might be, in some cases it could be better simply not to intervene, and let nature do the repair work. 

               "It's human nature to want to do something - but  sometimes it's better to leave it."

_______________________________________________________________________________________

REUTERS

Winds Threaten to Blow Slick Toward Spanish Coast

CAION, Spain (Reuters) - Spain watched anxiously as winds threatened to blow an oil slick toward her ravaged northwest coast Wednesday, and ecologists warned a sunken tanker on the  Atlantic seabed may prove an environmental time-bomb. 

The 26-year-old Prestige broke in two Tuesday and sank two  miles to the bottom of the Atlantic ocean laden with more  than 65,000 tons of viscous fuel oil -- twice the volume spilled  in the 1989 Exxon Valdez disaster. 

The tanker left behind it a massive slick some 150 miles long  by 15 miles wide and lingering doubts over whether more could have done more to prevent Europe's second major disaster in three years involving an old-fashioned single-hulled tanker. 

                                         Some experts expressed hope the toxic fuel oil in the  Prestige'  tanks would harden due to freezing temperatures and high pressure on the ocean floor, sparing rich fisheries  nearby. 

                                         Some 5,000 tons of fuel oil spewed by the Prestige when it first ran into problems a week ago have already blackened a  stretch of more than 50 miles of the scenic shores of Galicia, in northwest Spain. 

Ecologists rushed distressed sea birds coated in tar to a rescue center in the regional capital of La Coruna, and hundreds of  navy officials joined volunteers on some beaches Tuesday,  shoveling and even vacuuming up thick black sludge. 

But locals said the impact could be long-lasting for some of Europe's richest fisheries, famous for gourmet delicacies such  as lobster and goose barnacles. 

"This is going to take 10 years to recover. They try and clean it up but the sea brings in more," said retired fisherman Jose Camano, 72, staring at the tar-covered beach at Caion. "This  means complete ruin for us. Who will buy our fish now?" 

                                         WINDS BRING SHIP TO SHORE 

Weather forecasts said westerly winds should carry the gigantic spill toward the Galician coast, increasing pressure on regional authorities who  rushed to place some 18 miles of inflatable barriers across the mouths of the region's  unspoiled river valleys. 

A fleet of tugs, clean-up vessels and aircraft from around Europe approached the site of the sinking, some 130 miles west of Spain's coastline. But 15-foot waves prevented them containing any oil on the surface. 

Authorities estimated the slick on Galicia's coast had already thrown 4,000 fishermen out of work and left 28,000 people in associated industries temporarily without jobs. 

That could pose a grave problem for an area where fishing and tourism are the main money earners. Spain's center-right government, which faces regional elections next year, vowed to  provide tax breaks and compensation for residents. 

Environmentalists questioned Spain's decision to order the tanker back onto the high seas after it begun leaking on Wednesday, rather than bringing it into a port to unload. 

"From the first, the WWF considered the Prestige an ecological bomb circulating on the Galician coast, and finally it has exploded in a little-known area of huge environmental value," said Jose Luis Garcia Varas, head of the ecologist WWF's local maritime program. 

                      BAN URGED ON OLD TANKERS 

The area where the Prestige sank, he said, was close to a submarine mountain with a great diversity of fish and coral. 

Spain has said the decision to tow the Prestige was taken under advice from maritime experts and avoided a much worse environmental catastrophe on her coast. 

Government spokesman Mariano Rajoy said Spain would push for swifter implementation of European Union (news - web sites) legislation to ban single-hulled tankers such as the  Prestige. Such vessels are currently not due to be outlawed in Europe for another 13 years. 

Sailing under a Bahamas flag, the Liberian-owned Prestige was chartered by the Swiss-based Russian oil trader Crown Resources and operated by Athens-based Universe Maritime. 

Meanwhile, a question mark hung over the fate of the sunken ship. Some experts said the Prestige's tanks might have cracked upon hitting the sea floor, or eventually implode from the  pressure or perhaps rust through. 

Others said the frigid ocean temperatures of the deep could help prevent disaster by solidifying the mass, slowing its break-up. 

The International Oil Pollution Compensation Fund (IOPCF) has already allotted $154.3  million in damages for the Prestige spill, but Spain's government has said it reserves the right  to take all appropriate legal action under maritime law.
_______________________________________________________________________________________

REUTERS

High seas, warm water may lessen tanker pollution

  OSLO - The break-up of a leaking tanker off Spain may herald one of the world's worst oil spills, but experts say the distance to the coast

  and the warmth of the water may reduce the ecological devastation. 

  If the Prestige lost all its 77,000 tonnes of fuel oil, it would rank 14th in world tanker spills, a list topped by the Atlantic Empress off  Tobago in 1979 with 287,000 tonnes of oil. 

  It would be just ahead of the 74,000 tonnes of oil lost by the Aegean Sea which sank in 1992, also off northwest Spain. 

  "It's already a huge disaster - thousands of fishermen are out of work, oil is coming onto beaches. This will also be one of the worst in  terms of its impact," said Sian Pullen, head of the European Marine Programme at the World Wildlife Fund (WWF). 

  But she added that bacteria in the sea could help disperse the oil more quickly than, for instance, in the chillier waters of Alaska, where the  Exxon Valdez ran aground in 1989, or the Erika disaster off northern France in December 1999. 

  Also, the distance from land could help because the high seas will break up oil slicks before they reach beaches. "We're hopeful that we  could see more oil break up than with the Erika, for instance," Pullen said. 

  The stern section of the Bahamian-registered Prestige sank on Tuesday 130 miles off northwest Spain, spilling 5,000-6,000 tonnes on top  of about 5,000 tonnes spilt since its hull cracked last Wednesday. Its total load had been about 77,000 tonnes. 

  The battered bow section was expected to sink within hours. 

  The type of oil in the Prestige could mute the impact of the spill - experts said the fuel oil was of a lighter type than in the Erika, which spilt about 22,000 tonnes, and more refined than the crude in the Exxon Valdez, which spilt 34,000 tonnes. 

  "Some of the worst very heavy components will have been refined out," said David Santillo, a scientist with Greenpeace. "It all depends  on the direction of the wind." 

  BRAER DISPERSED 

  The Braer oil tanker grounded off Britain's Shetland Islands in 1993, spilling 85,000 tonnes in the biggest tanker spill of the past decade.  But it had a light crude that dispersed far more quickly that doomsayers predicted at the time. 

  The impact of the Exxon Valdez, which ranks 20th by size in the spill ranking by the International Tanker Owners Pollution Federation  (ITOPF) with 37,000 tonnes, was magnified because it was in a narrow sound in chill waters. 

  Exxon spent two billion dollars cleaning up after the spill. 

  A decade after the Exxon Valdez, only bald eagles and river otters were considered as having recovered, Greenpeace said. Harbour seals,  cormorants, ducks and pigeon guillemots were still struggling in 1999. 

  In the worst case, the tanks on the Prestige would implode from the pressure if both parts of the vessel sink in waters 3,600 metres (11,810  ft) deep. 

  If the tanks survive the sinking, oil would leak through the rusting metal in coming decades. Marine life would be more able to adapt to  such a slow-fuse timebomb than to a catastrophic spill. The depth of the water would make salvage impractical. 

  Hugh Parker, a technical manager at ITOPF, said there were examples of tankers sinking without rupturing their tanks. 

  Oil from the Prestige is killing seabirds on Iberian beaches but will also kill fish in the high seas, even if much of the oil breaks up far from  land. Small particles of oil can clog the gills of fish, suffocating them. 

  Whales and dolphins, which surface to breathe, have a better chance of swimming round slicks. 

  "These types of spill are happening because of our continued reliance on fossil fuels," Greenpeace's Santillo said. Greenpeace wants far  more stress on renewable energy and cuts in the use of fuels like oil and gas, blamed for global warming. 
_______________________________________________________________________________________

ENS

Wetlands Conservation Allows Human Use, Not Abuse 

VALENCIA, Spain, November 18, 2002 (ENS) – Wetlands: water, life, and  culture, is the theme of the largest ever meeting of Parties to the Ramsar  Convention on Wetlands, named for the city of Ramsar, Iran where the treaty was signed in 1971. 

After a string of specialized wetlands meetings in Valencia last week, the 8th Conference of Parties of the Ramsar Convention opened at the Prince Philip Science Museum today with 1,200 registered participants from around the  world. 

There are presently 133 nations that are Parties to the Ramsar Convention, with 1,229 wetland sites, totaling 105.9 million hectares (408,889 square miles) designated for protection by inclusion on the Ramsar List of Wetlands of International Importance. 

This morning, Ramsar Secretary General Delmar Blasco presented three Ramsar Wetland Conservation Awards to honor outstanding contributions to wetlands conservation and sustainable use. 

Chilika Lake. Silt was  removed from the channel connecting the lagoon to the  sea, opening a new mouth to                                                          restore the natural flows of water and salinity levels. This resulted in an increase in the lagoon's fish and a reduction  of weeds. (Photo courtesy  Ramsar Secretariat)

The awards were given  to a private company in  Australia, Banrock Station Wines; a government agency in India, the Chilika Development Authority; and a consortium of nongovernmental organizations in Central Europe, the NGO  Trinational Initiative for the Morava-Dyje Floodplains operating in Austria,  the Czech Republic and the Slovak Republic. 

The Ramsar Award is complemented by the Evian Special Prize, consisting of US$10,000 donated by the Danone Group of France, owner of Evian Mineral  Waters. Delegates watched the signing of an agreement between the Ramsar  Convention and the Danone Group Corporation for funding of activities in the  period 2003-2006. 

Danone Group president Franck Riboud addresses the  delegates to the 8th Conference of Parties of the Ramsar Convention. (Photo courtesy Ramsar Secretariat)

Danone Group president Franck Riboud  detailed his company's support for water  management and conservation initiatives, and invited participants to present their ideas for  projects that might be funded or supported by  his company. 

Governments that are Parties to the Ramsar Convention need to put their words into action said a group of NGO representatives at the Global Biodiversity Forum November 15 through 17 in Valencia as a prelude to the official conference. 

 “We are still destroying wetlands, and subsequently the species and communities that depend upon them. Governments need to apply the guidelines, principles and tools, not just make nice promises again,” said Tim                      Jones, a wetland expert and co-organizer of the 17th Session of the Global  Biodiversity Forum. 

Tharu women fishing, Chitwan area, Nepal (Photo  Peter Jackson, WWF)

At the Forum some 200  representatives from 68 countries discussed  how the management of wetlands can be                                                         improved so that unique species and ecosystems are protected and at the same time can remain a source of income for the  poorest of communities around the world. 

 “Governments have done little of what they agreed to in the Conference of Parties in Costa Rica three years ago, for instance to stop the uncontrolled expansion of agriculture and aquaculture into wetlands,” said Maurizio Ferrari, of the UK based Forest People’s Forum. 

Nick Davidson, deputy secretary general of the Ramsar Convention, who  attended the closing of the Global Biodiversity Forum, said, “Even though the Ramsar Convention has been successful in protecting wetlands, still too many  wetlands are destroyed, resulting in the loss of species and livelihoods and increased risk of floods and droughts. The GBF sends a powerful message to  governments to increase their efforts to protect these unique ecosystems.” 

From left: Dr. Claude Martin,  head of WWF International,  and Jamie Pittock, head of  WWF's Living Waters                      Programme, Marcel Sylvius and Simon Nash of Wetlands International. (Photo courtesy  Ramsar Secretariat)

In advance of the Ramsar conference, several governments  named new wetlands for protection. Ecuador set                      aside the Humedales del Sur de Isabela an 872 hectare area of coastal and  marine wetlands, including the Poza de Los Diablos and other small ponds as well as the beaches, mangroves, and shallow marine waters of the Bahía de  Puerto Villamil on Isabel, the largest of the Galápagos islands. 

The site has a high number of endemic species, many of which are listed as  vulnerable or endangered in the IUCN Red List: the Lava gull, the Galapagos penguin, and Galapagos sea lion, the Green sea turtle, the marine iguana, and the sea cucumber. The site sustains more than 22 percent of the endemic subspecies Galapagos flamingo. These species and the wetlands supporting  them are at risk from human uses that include tourism, non-commercial fishing among the local population, and the raising of such introduced mammals as  goats, pigs, and cattle. 

The government of Japan has designated two new Wetlands of International Importance, both because of their great value for migratory shorebirds. Fujimae-Higata in the Aichi prefecture is a tidal flat at the mouths of the                      Shonai, Shinkawa, and Nikko rivers as they flow into the port city of Nagoya. The site is an important staging site along the East Asia-Australia Flyway  with one of the highest shorebird counts in Japan. 

Shonai Plain with rice paddies.  (Photo courtesy ThinkQuest)

A popular site with bird  watchers, when plans to  convert the tidal flat to a dumping site were abandoned                                                      by the Nagoya City Council,  “the site became a symbol of the wetland conservation movement in Japan,” the                                                      Ramsar Secretariat says. A  wetland education center is  now planned for 2004. 

Miyajima-numa on the island of Hokkaido is a small, open, shallow freshwater lake left by the nearby Ishikari river, surrounded by rice paddy. The lake is one of the most important staging sites for large migratory waterfowl species that winter in Japan, and more than 50,000 greater white-fronted geese stop over in the spring. The government owned site is used as an agricultural  reservoir for surrounding farmlands and is popular with bird watchers. 

Ideally, wetlands listed by the Ramsar Secretariat as requiring urgent conservation attention are so well looked after that they can be removed from  the list. The Czech Republic has accomplished the measures needed for                      removal of the Ramsar site "Novozámecky a Brehynsky rybník" from this list,  as of September 26. The fishponds, created in the 14th century, were listed in 1994 as a result of adverse ecological change resulting from mismanagement  of the site and surrounding areas. 

In Valencia, the Ramsar delegates will consider budgetary issues and plans for  the coming year in addition to participating in technical sessions, including  one on global biodiversity and the sustenance of human life.

_______________________________________________________________________________________

BBC

Radar threat to rare bird
Vulnerable: The Zino's Petrel (pic: T Maul/BirdLife) Campaigners are calling for a halt to plans for a Nato               radar station on the island of Madeira amidst fears it could harm Europe's most endangered bird. 

        The proposed site of the station is already designated as a Special Protection Area under European law - and the Zino's Petrel is classified as "critically endangered". 

   The station would be built near the summit of the Pico do Areeiro on  the Portugese-administered island.

Birdlife International has written to Nato to ask them to make a full assessment of the likely impact of the               development on the bird. 

There are only an estimated  20 to 30 breeding pairs left - which makes the petrel Europe's most threatened               breeding bird. 

       The Portugese Ministry of Defence claims its own assessment shows no evidence that the building will           interfere with the bird population. 

               'No margin for error' 

Canan Orhun, head of Birdlife International's European Division, said: "The Zino's Petrel is on the verge of               extinction. 

               "We see no margin for error in this case. 

"Given the lack of information about its potential impacts, and according to the precautionary principle,               construction of the radar must either be suspended or a  new site found for it. 

Helder Costa, the president of the Portugese Society for  the Study of Birds, added: "There are already too many  threats to this bird's survival. This radar station could be the proverbial 'straw that breaks the camel's back.' 

"This is a test case of whether national security canoutweigh the potential survival of an entire species." 

The Zino's Petrel is not particularly adept at surviving. 

During the last 10 years, breeding success has amounted to an average of fewer than one fledgling

               bird per year. 

Experts are worried that there could be further disturbance of the breeding pairs during construction               work.

_______________________________________________________________________________________
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Malima Threatens to Pull Out of UN Body

The Namibian (Windhoek): NAMIBIA might pull out of the United Nations Convention on Endangered Species (Cites) if the conservation body continues to block Namibia from selling its elephant tusks, Environment and Tourism Minister Phillemon Malima said. He added that Namibia could decide to sell its stockpiled elephant tusks on its own and even create its own ivory carving industry. Malima told The Namibian that he was first waiting to be briefed by Namibia's delegates to the Cites meeting in Santiago, Chile, before he would assess Namibia's position on its bid to sell the elephant tusks on an annual basis. The meeting last week allowed Namibia to hold a one-off sale of 10 tonnes of ivory but turned down a request for an annual quota. If we don't get a positive response from Cites, what will be the use of being a member of a body that prevents us from carving our tusks," he said in the National Assembly.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200211190352.html
Rwanda loses 8,000 hectares of forests to bush fires 

Kigali, Rwanda (PANA) - Rwanda lost 8,000 hectares of its forests in the past two years, mainly to deliberate bush fires, according to Agriculture and Forestry Minister Kabaija Ephrem. Speaking Tuesday on the "National Tree Day," the Minister blamed much of the forest destruction on indiscriminate felling of trees and the bush fires. He warned that offenders would now be severely sanctioned.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng027985&dte=19/11/2002
Comesa Agriculture Ministers Tackle Policy On Gmos, Food Security

Common Market for Eastern and Southern Africa (Lusaka): Ministers of agriculture from the Common Market for Eastern and Southern Africa (COMESA) have agreed to formulate a regional policy on genetically modified organisms (GMOs). The question of GMOs has recently become of general concern in the region. The ministers, meeting in Kampala, Uganda further agreed on the need for a region-wide common agricultural policy and strategy. The ministers also examined the impact of HIV/AIDS on small holder agricultural production, market access, and rural infrastructure, as well as the establishment of an agricultural commodity exchange to provide market information and funding mechanisms for poor farmers. http://allafrica.com/stories/200211190833.html
'Zambia Faces a Disaster If It Continues to Block Food Aid'

The Post (Lusaka): ZAMBIA faces a disaster if it continues to block food aid, US Ambassador to the UN Tony Hall has said. But agriculture minister Mundia Sikatana has maintained that Zambia would not accept Genetically Modified food. Ambassador Hall said that experts had agreed that the worsening food crisis had placed as many as 14.5 million people at risk of starvation in Southern Africa. Zimbabwe is heading for disaster. Zambia may be even worse," he said. Ambassador Hall said more than 350,000 metric tonnes of food had been delivered to the region while another 150,000 metric tonnes was being procured but this only represented half of the required. He said some governments were blocking the delivery of emergency food relief because of the biotechnology debate. "As a result, food that should have been in Zimbabwe and Zambia weeks ago is still outside these countries," he said.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200211190565.html
Vulture Colony Disappears

African Eye News Service (Nelspruit): A breeding colony of endangered Cape vultures has disappeared from a KwaZulu-Natal nature reserve, raising the concern of the Endangered Wildlife Trust's Vulture Study Working Group. None of the 45 breeding pairs previously nesting at the uMtamvuna Nature Reserve in Port Edward are left, according to group member Dr Steven Piper. Piper said the most disturbing reason could be that the birds were being wiped out by the flourishing local muti trade because of a belief that eating a vulture could enable a person to see into the future. "[The vultures' disappearance from the area] is a real cause for concern," said Piper. "Vultures prevent the spread of disease by removing rotting meat from fields. They also help farmers identify where dead animals are located."

http://allafrica.com/stories/200211190302.html
_______________________________________________________________________________

ROE

MEDIA UPDATE, Tuesday, 19 November 2002

Stricken oil tanker breaks up- BBC 

A stricken tanker which has been leaking oil off the north-west coast of Spain has broken in two. The ship split in two at 8 o'clock this morning (0700 GMT). 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/europe/2487739.stm
Leaks ruin caviar-in-a-coffin plan – BBC

Poachers in the city of Khabarovsk, in the Russian Far East, had plundered 300 kilograms (650 pounds) of red caviar from local salmon.  The illegal trade in caviar in Russia is big business. Despite attempts by the authorities to crack down on illegal fishing, poaching of fish eggs is rampant, both in the Far East and in the Caspian Sea.
Suspecting something fishy, airport police in Krasnodar impounded the load and uncovered the contraband.

http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/europe/2489831.stm 

Russian nuclear rubbish tip challenges clean-up experts – Financial Times, 19 November, Page 14

At a site 35 miles from the Norwegian border,  in the Kola peninsula of Russian’s far north, scientists visiting Andrey-eva Bay report radiation levels tens of thousands of times normal. 

British scientists urge carbon dioxide tax – Reuters- 19 November 2002 

LONDON - The British government should switch from its business-based climate change tax to a blanket levy on carbon dioxide emissions, scientists said yesterday.

http://www.planetark.com/dailynewsstory.cfm/newsid/18647/story.htm
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POLITICS:
The Environment as Military Target 


(UNEP IS MENTIONED IN THIS ARTICLE)

Haider Rizvi - Tierramérica* 


UNITED NATIONS, Nov 19 (IPS) - United Nations officials, independent researchers and environmental activists are demanding that nations stop using environmental destruction as a weapon of war. 

Recurring practices like the use of weapons containing depleted uranium, placement of anti-personnel landmines, bombing of factories and storage facilities and the burning of oil refineries have devastating effects on the environment and must not be legitimised as acts of war in the international legal framework, they say. 

”While environmental damage is a common consequence of war, it should never be a deliberate aim,” said UN Secretary General Kofi Annan in a message marking International Day for Preventing the Exploitation of the Environment in War and Armed Conflict, Nov 6. 

The message comes at a time when war clouds are already blackening the skies over the Middle East, amid fears of possible bombing of Iraq by the United States and Britain. 

Currently, there are some 40 armed conflicts going on in the world, involving tens of millions of people, and taking place in areas that are crucial for biodiversity -- Africa, South Asia and Latin America -- regions that are already suffering from poverty and environmental degradation. 

Annan's call to limit ”intentional” destruction of the natural surroundings during armed conflict has arisen in part as a result of findings by environmental researchers in such war-torn countries as Albania, Macedonia, Guinea, Sierra Leone, and Liberia. 

The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) reports major oil spills, chemical leaks due to bombing of factories, oil refineries and storage facilities, destruction of habitats, and arable land ruined by landmines. 

Although international conventions govern nuclear, chemical and biological weapons, the environment remains at the mercy of new technologies, such as depleted uranium munitions, said Annan. 

Used in the 1991 Persian Gulf War and the 1999 Kosovo war by the U.S. forces and its allies, depleted uranium weapons are made from nuclear waste, and are widely believed to cause cancer. However, the U.S. Defence Department (Pentagon) denies that it poses a significant health risk. 

According to the U.S.-based Centre for Defence Information, the United States possesses four weapons that rely on depleted uranium that could be used in a future war with Iraq. 

Currently, the UNEP and the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) are conducting a field study in Kosovo and Yugoslavia to assess the environmental and health implications of depleted uranium. 

The UNEP is studying the environmental impact of the recent U.S.-led bombings in Afghanistan and is preparing a report on the Palestinian territories occupied by Israel. The aim is to identify priorities for environmental rehabilitation. 

”Though humankind has always counted its war casualties in terms of dead and wounded soldiers and civilians, destroyed cities and livelihood,” says UNEP chief Klaus Toepfer, ”the environment has often remained an unpublicised victims of war.” 

The study released this month by the Institute of Energy and Environmental Research (IEER) claims that the 1999 North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) bombing of military and industrial targets in Yugoslavia released ”significant” amounts of toxic substances into the environment and that civilians faced possible exposure to ”greater” health risks from contamination in air, water and food. 

Sriram Gopal, author of the report ”Precision Bombing: Widespread Harm”, asserts ”there is a need for a sharp redefinition of targets sets and collateral damages.” 

Currently, collateral damage is measured in terms such as the number of civilian casualties or the cost of replacing property. ”Long-term environmental harm can be much more difficult to quantify and evaluate, despite its very significant costs,” says Gopal. 

In addition to assessing the impacts of bombing, environmentalists see the use of landmines in warfare as one of the leading causes of environmental destruction in armed conflicts. 

The International Campaign to Ban Landmines estimates that tens of millions of these explosive traps still exist worldwide. In Cambodia and Bosnia alone, there may be well over 100 landmines per square mile. 

The International Committee of the Red Cross estimates landmines are killing more than 1,000 people every month. 

And the continued existence of thousands of nuclear weapons is a threat to global environment and security, say activists. 

”We should not forget the long-term damage that may be caused by use of weapons of mass destruction, in particular nuclear and biological weapons,” warned Jan Kavan, the current president of UN General Assembly in a recent statement. 

”Their indiscriminate impact can lead to an environment hostile towards many forms of life. Entire species may be wiped out.” 

The world has seen over a hundred armed conflicts since 1990, says the U.S.-based journal, Scientific American. ”These wars have killed more than five million people, devastated entire geographic regions and left tens of millions of refugees and orphans,” according to a recent article. 

In Angola, the wildlife population has fallen to just 10 percent what it was three decades ago. In Sri Lanka, the military campaign against insurgent guerrilla groups has led to the felling of over five million trees. 

Kuwait lost 30,000 marine birds as a result of burning of oil fields by the departing Iraqi troops in 1991. Similarly, strafing using defoliants in Vietnam and Afghanistan have caused dramatic loss of habitat in those countries. 

This picture of the world is a source of discomfort for the UNEP chief. 

”We have the Geneva Conventions, which are aimed at safeguarding the rights of prisoners of war and civilians,” he says. 

”But we also need safeguards for the environment during times of war and in the aftermath of conflict... The innocent should not be made to suffer long after the weapons of war have been silenced.” 

* Tierramérica is a specialised news service (www.tierramerica.net) produced by IPS with the backing of the United Nations Development Programme and the United Nations Environment Programme. (

POLITICS:
Argentina and Afghanistan Too Poor to Pay U.N. Dues 

Thalif Deen 


UNITED NATIONS, Nov 19 (IPS) - Cash-strapped developing nations Afghanistan and Argentina have asked the United Nations to reduce their annual dues on grounds of poverty. 

Both countries have told the U.N. committee on contributions that they are unable to pay their assessed contributions because of severe economic problems at home. 

''The request is out-of-the-ordinary,'' a Latin American diplomat told IPS. ''But it is not unprecedented.'' 

Last year, after a bruising battle with other member states, the United States asked for - and received - a reduction of its assessment, from 25 percent to 22 percent of the U.N.'s annual budget of 1.2 billion dollars. 

The U.S. request was made on political, not economic grounds, because Washington wanted other member states to share a larger burden of the U.N. budget. 

Under the current scale - which is arrived at through a complex process involving a country's economic status, including gross domestic product (GDP), per capita income and population - the assessment for each member state is based on ”capacity to pay”. 



Argentina's share of the U.N.'s. regular annual budget this year is about 1.1 percent or 14 million dollars. The government wants its assessed contribution reduced to 0.969 percent of the budget next year, or 11.6 million dollars. 

The 15-member European Union and Canada have expressed strong reservations over the request, arguing that it sets a ''bad precedent'' and will trigger similar demands by other countries facing financial problems. 

The United States, which is inclined to support Afghanistan for political reasons, has remained non-committal watching the battle from the sidelines, according to diplomats. 

Ambassador Arnoldo M. Listre of Argentina admits that according to U.N. rules, the scale of assessments, once fixed by the General Assembly, is not revised for at least three years. The current scale expires in 2003. 

But he says that Assembly rules permit a revision if ''there have been substantial changes in relative capacity to pay''. 

''We do not deny that this could be used as a precedent. That's why rule 160 exists,'' he added. 

The envoy also pointed out that Argentina's ''capacity to pay'' changed dramatically after the onset of ''a very difficult economic crisis''. 

In a letter to the committee, he said that the country's economic depression has led to a steep rise in unemployment, which reached about 18.3 percent by the end of 2001, while 35 percent of the residents of the capital Buenos Aires are now living below the poverty line. 

The letter said that Argentina's gross domestic product (GDP) shrunk by 4.3 percent in 2001, with investments falling by 15.9 percent. Additionally, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) has projected a further contraction of about 10 to 15 percent of GDP in 2002, and no real growth before 2004, it added. 

In a similar letter to the committee, Ambassador Ravan A.G. Farhadi of Afghanistan said that the country's economic infrastructure ''is in ruins after 23 years of armed conflict and foreign aggression''. 

It added that Afghanistan's human development index ranks among the lowest in the world, and that the country is currently suffering from calamitous droughts. 

According to the current scale of assessments, Afghanistan should pay about 97,000 dollars this year, or about 0.008 percent of the U.N.'s annual budget. Kabul wants the amount reduced to 0.001 percent, or about 12,100 dollars. 

Both requests are being backed by the committee and also the Group of 77, a coalition of 133 developing nations and China. 

If the European Union, Canada and the United States do not support the request, it will go before the 191-member General Assembly for a vote in early December. But diplomats say U.S. officials are trying to prevent a vote with a compromise resolution that would state clearly that honouring the requests would not set a precedent. 

Meanwhile eight other cash-strapped countries - Burundi, Comoros, Georgia, Guinea-Bissau, Moldova, Sao Tome and Principe, Somalia and Tajikistan - have asked the General Assembly to restore the voting rights they lost for non-payment of accumulated dues. 

While nations in arrears for two years or more are not allowed to vote, an exception can be made if the General Assembly determines that the failure to pay is ''due to conditions beyond the control of the member''. 

The lowest ''floor rate'' paid by the poorest U.N. member states amounts to about 0.001 percent of the budget or 12,100 dollars per year. The highest amount, 22 percent, is paid by the United States and amounts to about 266.9 million dollars. 

Other major contributors to the U.N. budget include Japan (19.6 percent or 238.2 million dollars), Germany (9.8 percent or 119.2 million dollars) and France (6.5 percent or 78.9 million dollars). (END/2002)

ENVIRONMENT:
New World Bank Plan Fails to Protect Forests - Groups 

Emad Mekay 


WASHINGTON, Nov 19 (IPS) - Environmental activists have assailed the World Bank's newly unveiled forest policy, saying it actually removes bans on logging in some areas and fails to promote measures that will reduce poverty.. 

The criticism comes only weeks after the Washington-based Bank released its global forest policy, a set of rules and guidelines it has trumpeted as revolutionary in the fight against poverty and in protecting the world's endangered forests. 

The angry reaction also coincides with the visit of World Bank President James Wolfensohn to Brazil to discuss development of the Amazon region - which contains the world's largest remaining tropical rainforest - under the new strategy. 

According to the Bank, the world's largest public development agency, the new policy, approved late in October, aims to strike a balance between poverty alleviation and forest protection. 

The institution now promises to only finance ''commercial harvesting'' in areas where strict environmental assessments or ”authoritative scientific surveys” have been completed. 

Poverty reduction will result from clauses in the new policy that promote ”community forest management” and ”agro-forestry”, it says. 

But civil society groups, who say they contributed detailed comments on the proposed policy to Bank staff during the lengthy four-year consultation period, say the strategy is a serious setback. 

They say it will not achieve its aims and may even undo some of the benefits of the 1991 policy, in effect until the Bank passed the new policy on Oct.. 31. 

''It's negligent at best,'' said Jaya Ramesh of Greenpeace USA. 

''It offers no protection for the environment. It doesn't offer any protection for the people. It doesn't provide any conservation zones and it does nothing to alleviate poverty. It's a weak policy that clearly disregarded public participation, concerns and interests.'' 

The critics, particularly irked at what they see as a false two-pronged promise to end poverty and to preserve more forests, accuse the Bank of ''green-washing'', or hiding harmful activities behind the guise of conservation rhetoric. 

David Cherry of Environmental Defence said members were discouraged by the Bank's environmental track record and had anticipated ''them (Bank staff) doing the wrong thing, which they proved to do'' by passing the new plan. 

The activists fault the new policy on many counts, including the lack of clear language on protection of indigenous people, its lack of links with countries' economic structural adjustment programmes - often implemented at the Bank's behest - and, most importantly, lifting a ban on logging. 

''They have effectively lifted a ban on logging in green forests and primary moist rainforest,'' said Mark Helm, spokesperson of Friends of the Earth. 

Ramesh agrees, saying that the Bank is primarily concerned with promoting commercial interests. 

''It's now free for all,'' she said. ''Anybody can go in and log. And we know when foreign countries go into developing countries - there is no accountability for them,'' she added. 

''How is that supposed to protect the interest of the people there?'' 

The Bank denied lifting the ban. ''There's no way the Bank is going to walk up and say 'we are throwing away a ban on certain activity and we are replacing it with nothing','' said Forest Adviser Jim Douglas. ''That would be absurd,'' he told IPS. 

Douglas said the Bank replaced the ban with ''a complex series of provisions that includes bans, targeted bans and constraints''. 

''It hasn't just been taken out and thrown away,'' he said. 

Two years ago, the Bank's independent operations evaluation department (OED) concluded that the Bank's policy and its ban on logging in tropical forests had failed to slow down deforestation during the previous decade. 

The review also said that destructive and illegal logging practices continued to expand in many developing countries. 

The ban aside, Ramesh says the policy is also not clear about how the Bank will lift 500 million people out of poverty, without even touching the wide-sweeping structural adjustments programmes, which are marked by trade liberalisation, export-led growth and privatisation. 

Such policies pressure countries to slash funding for environmental programmes, and have led to a hike in logging exports and cuts in government spending on forest protection. 

The groups say that the draft policy also does not articulate clear standards for determining acceptable certification systems. The lack of clear standards may allow the use of certification schemes that lack teeth and credibility, they add. 

The Bank insists the standards are clear. 

Many groups, including The World Rainforest Movement, the Forest Peoples Programme, and Environmental Defense spelled out their concerns in letters they sent to the Bank just before it released the final policy. They say their comments were disregarded. 



''The Bank should not be in the business of logging or any other projects in rare tropical rainforests,'' said Helm of Friends of the Earth. ''Now, there's no place on earth that is sacred and safe from the chainsaw and tractor.'' 

World forests are important for many reasons. The economic growth of many developing countries, for example, depends on exploiting forest resources, and local communities in tropical rural areas depend heavily on forest resources for their livelihood. 

More than 1.6 billion people depend to varying degrees on forests for their livelihoods, the Bank says. About 60 million indigenous people are almost wholly dependent on forests and some 350 million people who live within or adjacent to dense forests depend on them to a high degree for subsistence and income.
________________________________________________________________________________________

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 the Deputy Spokesman of the

     Secretary-General, Hua Jiang, and the Spokesman of the President of the General Assembly, Richard Sydenham.

           Briefing by the Deputy Spokesman of the Secretary-General

           Good afternoon.  Our guest today is Carolyn McAskie, Deputy Emergency Relief Coordinator in the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, who will brief you shortly on the launch of the Consolidated Appeals for 2003.   The theme of next year’s appeals is “Hope for the Future” and will call on the international community to provide $3  billion to assist 50 million people.

           In a statement issued through his Spokesman, the Secretary-General called on the international community to give generously.  He also called for “redoubled efforts to address the root causes of conflict and other crises, so that  people gain not only relief from their most immediate distress, but also the hope for full recovery, development and the  resumption of normal life”.  (See Press Release SG/SM/8506-IHA/748.)

           In Bern, Switzerland, earlier today, the Deputy Secretary-General, Louise Fréchette spoke at the launch of the Appeals.  She said that the theme underscores the need to remember that “humanitarian assistance is not an end in itself, but must be accompanied by efforts to build a bridge from disaster to development”.

           We have the full text of her remarks and the Secretary-General’s statement available upstairs.

           **Secretary-General Travels

           The Secretary-General is now in Belgrade where he met about an hour ago with Yugoslav President Vojislav  Kostunica and Foreign Minister Goran Svilanovic.  The Secretary-General and the President also had a brief press encounter, the transcript of which we expect to receive later today.

           The Secretary-General’s other meetings in Belgrade this afternoon include those with Prime Minister Zoran Djindjic of Serbia and President Milo Djukanovic of Montenegro.

           Earlier today, the Secretary-General was in Kosovo where he visited the northern town of Mitrovica, including  the predominantly Serb North Mitrovica, where the United Nations runs a police academy.  He was briefed on the training programme there.

           Afterwards, he and his wife Nane travelled by helicopter to a pair of villages near the Serbian border, one Serb and one Albanian, Gornji Makres and Donji Makres.  In a schoolyard in Gornji Makres, he was greeted by children who offered him traditional bread in welcome, as well as by village leaders. 

           While in that border town, the Secretary-General spoke to reporters saying it was good to see a village where the residents -– including Kosovo Albanians and Serbs -– realized they had to live together and put the past behind  them.

           Asked about Iraqi activity in the “no-fly” zones, the Secretary-General responded, “I don’t think that the     (Security) Council will say that it is in contravention of the resolution which was recently passed”.

           He also spoke to reporters as he left Pristina saying that he had “a brief but full visit” to Kosovo, and that he  sees the United Nations Mission there as a success, with Kosovo having “come a long way” since he visited two years ago. He stressed the importance of the rule of law in Kosovo, adding, “The incidents of last weekend, where bombs  were thrown in the churches, is not anything anyone can condone”.  We have the transcripts of his press encounters upstairs.

           Late yesterday, the Secretary-General and his wife Nane met with relatives of the missing, who had been demonstrating silently outside the United Nations headquarters in Pristina, and he told them that the issue of missing  persons was an important one that he would raise with President Kostunica.  He told them, “We share your need to know”.

           **Iraq

           Our colleagues in Baghdad tell us that today the Executive Chairman of the United Nations Monitoring,

     Verification and Inspection Commission, Hans Blix, and the Director General of the International Atomic Energy Agency, Mohamed ElBaradei, met on 19 November with the diplomatic corps and representatives of United Nations  agencies in Baghdad.

           They are having a second meeting with Iraqi officials as we speak, to conclude discussions on the resumption of inspections.

           Mr. Blix and Mr. ElBaradei are expected to hold a joint press conference at the UN offices in Baghdad later  today, following the meeting with the Iraqi officials.  The two are expected to depart Baghdad tomorrow morning.

           **Security Council/ Oil-for-Food

           The Security Council is holding closed consultations this morning on the UN’s Iraq Oil-for-Food Programme.  The Executive Director of the Programme, Benon Sevan, presented to the Security Council the latest report of the Secretary-General on the Oil-For-Food programme which was issued last Thursday. Highlights of that report are  upstairs on a newly released “fact-sheet”.

           As you know, the current phase of the programme, phase twelve, ends on November 25th.

           We expect Mr. Sevan to come to take some questions from the press at the Security Council stakeout after his presentation.

           And today, being Tuesday, we also have our regular update on Iraqi oil sales which showed a slight increase in the volume of oil exports to 8.3 million barrels in the week ending 15 November, up from the previous week’s total of 7.3 million barrels.  The week’s exports netted an estimated $169 million.

           The full text of the weekly update is available upstairs.

           **UNHCR

           The Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) today welcomed Poland’s recent decision to allow a group of 150 Russian Federation nationals from Chechnya to enter the country and seek asylum  there. They are the first Chechens to be allowed to seek asylum in Poland in weeks.

           The Polish authorities had decided to bar Chechens from entering the country following the October 23

     terrorist attack on a Moscow theatre by Chechen separatists.

           UNHCR hopes that the admission of these asylum-seekers represents a permanent return of Poland's policy of open doors to Chechen asylum seekers.

           UNHCR continues to be concerned about the situation in neighbouring Lithuania which, earlier this month,  barred 26 Chechens –- mostly women and children –- from entering the country and applying for asylum.  UNHCR  hopes that Lithuania will follow Poland's example and reopen its doors to Chechens.

           Also from UNHCR, in a bid to draw more attention to the worsening humanitarian situation in Colombia, UNHCR Goodwill Ambassador Angelina Jolie has released a personal, day-by-day account of her recent encounters with Colombian refugees in Ecuador.

           For more information, please pick up the UNHCR briefing notes.

           **IPU Day Speech

           Under-Secretary-General for Political Affairs Kieran Prendergast today spoke on the Secretary-General’s  behalf to the Inter-Parliamentary Union, and the Secretary-General’s message noted the “immense substantive  contribution” that the union of Parliamentarians has made to the United Nations’ work.  (See Press Release SG/SM/8507.)

           The Secretary-General adds in the message, he will now be establishing a panel of eminent persons, broadly   representative of civil society and government, to consider further United Nations reform, and he expresses his  confidence that the Inter-Parliamentary Union will have much to contribute to that panel’s work.

           We have copies of the message upstairs.

           **Afghanistan

           United Nations Messenger of Peace Muhammad Ali wrapped up his visit to Afghanistan, issuing an open letter of that country in which he told them that they would succeed if they prepared their minds for the

     challenges of life, by studying hard; prepared their bodies by practicing physical activity and sports; and had faith,   which, he said, “will help you through the most difficult days”.

           During his visit, Ali said, he had seen not just the Afghanistan of today, but of tomorrow.  He told the children,  “That tomorrow will be your tomorrow, and the world must not fail you”.

           We have copies of his letter upstairs.

           **Hebron

           I’d been asked questions about the statement our office issued last Friday on Hebron.

           The information available to us when the statement was issued was that the victims were Israeli civilians returning from religious service.  It now appears that the Israeli victims were in fact soldiers and security personnel. The Secretary-General remains deeply concerned about the continuing spiral of violence in Israel and the occupied Palestinian territory.

           The Secretary-General continues to believe that only a comprehensive solution, developed through a process  that addresses political, security, humanitarian and economic issues in parallel, can ensure real security for both  Israelis and Palestinians.

           **Questions & Answers

           Question: Did you receive any answers from Mr. Denktash and, if you received them, what is the reaction of  the Secretary-General?

           Deputy Spokesman: We haven’t received any response from Mr. Denktash.  But, as I’m sure you know, Mr. de Soto met with the Greek Cypriot leader, Mr. Clerides, yesterday.  And the Secretary-General said that he was still waiting for a response from Mr. Denktash and he believes that he will be able to help all sides to come together and to  use his proposal as a basis for further comprehensive settlement.

           Question: How long is he willing to wait for the answer?

           Deputy Spokesman: Mr. de Soto, after meting Mr. Clerides, said to the press, we don’t want to put undue or   unfair pressure on the two sides.  But the clock is ticking.  And we trust that a solution to that problem will be found. So, there is a sense of urgency.  Therefore we hope that we’ll soon get a response from Mr. Denktash.

           Question: The Turkish side yesterday in a statement said that Mr. Denktash and Mr. Erdut Ogun talked about  de Soto and conveyed their inability to answer with this timeframe.  They also said that it was not a deadline.  So, how do you comment on that?  Did you give him an extension, and for how long?

           Deputy Spokesman: It’s not a deadline.  But one has to realize that the calendar is an essential and integral  and inseparable part of the proposal.  So that if the proposal is accepted as a basis for a negotiation, then you have to  have a firm commitment from both sides to try to reach a settlement before the date.  When I say the date, it’s the  date that the European Union is going to hold their summit in Copenhagen on 12 December.

           Question: Did they give you a date when they will answer?

           Deputy Spokesman: No, we haven’t got any indication on the exact date when the response will be expected.

           Question: If they don’t answer what are you going to do?

           Deputy Spokesman: Well, as I said, the Secretary-General has faith that he would have a response from both sides and so we are waiting.

           Question: How long are you willing to wait for an answer?

           Deputy Spokesman: Well, as I said just now, the clock is ticking and the calendar is an important part of the proposal that the Secretary-General proposed.

           Question: Do you have any information about Mr. Denktash’s health?

           Deputy Spokesman: Mr. Denktash’s health?  Yes, he’s still in the hospital. But for further details regarding his  health I think the best person to talk to would be the mission here.

           Question: You find today Chechen refugees not admitted by Lithuania.

           Deputy Spokesman: I know that they were turned back.

           Question: Where?

           Deputy Spokesman: Turned back to Russia.  To Chechnya.  The last information I got was that we didn’t know the whereabouts of those people but that was last week.  So if you want to know the latest, I’ll have to check it for you and come back to you afterwards. 

           Briefing by the Spokesman of the President of the General Assembly

           Good afternoon.

          This morning President Kavan welcomed Parliamentarians attending the traditional UN-IPU meeting of

     parliamentarians attending the fifty-seventh session of the General Assembly.  He welcomed the parliamentarians not  just as president of the General Assembly but as a parliamentarian himself.  He is, of course, a member of parliament  of the Czech Republic.

           In his opening remarks President Kavan said that, “The formal cooperation between the United Nations and the Inter-Parliamentary Union has a relatively short history.  It was only in 1996 when the Inter-Parliamentary Union and the United Nations signed a cooperation agreement.  However, the informal cooperation of our two organizations has certainly much deeper roots.

           “Both the IPU and the predecessor to the United Nations, the League of Nations, were, from their inception, based on the same principles stemming out of the pacifist movement at the end of the 19th century.  Peaceful  settlement of international disputes was their primary objective.  The same principles have guided the work of both our organizations, though the range of other issues and objectives has substantially increased.”

                     He goes on to say, “The report of the United Nations Secretary-General regarding this cooperation,  prepared for the fifty-seventh General Assembly, enumerates nearly 30 fields of activities.  I especially appreciate the  valuable contribution of the IPU to all the recent major United Nations conferences, namely the Special Session of the General Assembly on Children, the World Food Summit+5 in Rome, the United Nations Conference on the Financing  for Development in Monterrey and the World Summit on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg.  I’d like especially to recognize and praise the invaluable work of the IPU in the field of human rights and gender issues, particularly the important actions targeted to combat violence against women”.  The President’s remarks are available on the web site

     and also on the third floor.    

           The General Assembly plenary this morning took up reports of the Sixth Committee which were introduced by the Rapporteur of the committee.  The plenary took decisions by consensus on a number of items including: protection of victims of armed conflicts; safety of diplomatic and consular missions; immunities of States; UNCITRAL;   International Law Commission; relations with the host country; establishment of the International Criminal Court; report  of the Special Committee on the Charter and Strengthening of the United Nations; the international convention on human cloning; and on oceans and law of the sea.  It also considered cooperationbetween the United Nations and the  Inter-Parliamentary Union, which was granted observer status.  The plenary then continued debate on the report of the Secretary-General on assistance in mine action, with 6 speakers this morning on that topic.

           The Third Committee takes action on a draft resolution on advancement of women and continues discussion

     and action on draft resolutions on human rights questions and the Report of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees.

           The General Assembly plenary tomorrow will take up the item: cooperation between the United Nations and regional and other organizations in a joint debate.

           Any questions?  Thank you.

           **Questions & Answers

           Question: I notice in the journal today that you have about 35 closed meetings. Why do you have so many  closed meetings?  If you look at the journal, it’s like the United Nations is closed.  All the meetings are closed, closed,   closed, closed.  Why?

           Spokesman for Assembly President: I think you have to ask Member States that question.

           Question: It is not the duty of Member States to close the United Nations. Thirty-five meetings for the day;  that’s too much to be closed for the day.

           Spokesman for Assembly President: I think the President strongly believes in discussion and consultation.    Why there are an exceptional number of closed meetings, I don’t know.  I will see if I can find out and see if this is  particularly more than in past years.

           In general, the President strongly believes in transparent and open discussion on all the issues before the

     General Assembly.  But I will look into it and see if this is a particularly increasing trend for closed meetings.

           Question: Can you find out if it is a conflict of interest because someone in the Disarmament Committee has gone on record as saying that they don’t like to have non-governmental organizations at disarmament debates

     because it is a conflict of interest.  Because so many of the countries have issues they don’t want to disclose.  They  don’t want to be transparent about what’s going on in their own countries.  So?

           Spokesman for Assembly President: I will look into that and get back to you on that. 

· *** *

_______________________________________________________________________________________
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* * * * 

Iraq


19 November – Senior United Nations weapons inspectors in Iraq preparing for the resumption of an international arms probe in the country are scheduled to meet with government officials today before leaving Baghdad tomorrow.


The Chairman of the UN Monitoring, Verification and Inspection Commission, Hans Blix, and the Director General of the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), Mohammed ElBaradei, already met today with the diplomatic corps and representatives of UN agencies in Baghdad.  

They are expected to have a second meeting with Iraqi officials in the evening to conclude discussions on the resumption of inspections, according to a UN spokesman travelling with the team.

* * *

Iraq: oil-for-food programme


19 November – With the global spotlight currently fixed on political developments in Iraq, a senior United Nations official today urged the Security Council to remember the plight of the country’s beleaguered people.

 
“While, understandably, the current discussions are focused on the resumption of the weapons inspection regime, all concerned [should] also focus attention on the humanitarian dimension and spare no effort in meeting the dire humanitarian needs of the Iraqi people,” said Benon Sevan, the Executive Director of the UN’s Iraq Programme, to the closed-door consultations of the Council. The text of his remarks was released to the press.

Speaking to reporters after the meeting, Mr. Sevan said Council members had been responsive to his call. “I’m very happy that they all support fully the Secretary-General’s appeal that at this time, while all attention is focused on the return of inspectors to Iraq, we should also provide equal focus and attention to the humanitarian needs of the Iraqi people; the humanitarian dimension should not be forgotten.”

Mr. Sevan said he expected the Council to extend the programme, which is set to expire on 25 November, for an additional six months. 

Asked about plans by his office to prepare for a possible conflict in Iraq, Mr. Sevan said contingency plans were always under review. At the same time, he added, “we are concentrating on the return of the inspectors and the implementation of the humanitarian programme, and therefore we are not talking about inevitability of war.”

To a question on the funding situation, Mr. Sevan noted that a chronic budget gap has left the UN with $3 billion worth of approved contracts “for which we have no money.”

During the Council meeting, Mr. Sevan voiced concern over the lack of funding for the UN Guards Contingent operating in Iraq’s three northern governorates. He appealed for voluntary contributions to keep the 89 guards from nine countries on the job, noting that they provide security and other essential support to UN staff. In the absence of new funding, the Guards Contingent will have to cease operations by early February, he warned.

The Executive Director also urged the Council to consider allowing commercial protection clauses in contracts between the Government of Iraq and its suppliers. He pointed out that the lack of those provisions has resulted in the delivery of medical supplies with a short shelf life, high protein biscuits and milk that fail quality control, and “foodstuffs that, while being safe for human consumption, are of an inferior quality to that contracted.”

In a related development, the UN reported today that in the week ending 15 November, Iraq sold 8.3 million barrels of crude under the oil-for-food programme, earning an estimated revenue of €168 million (euros) or $169 million.

* * *

Cyprus


19 November – The United Nations Secretary-General, Kofi Annan, today voiced serious concern about the overdue response to a proposal he submitted last week to Cypriot leaders in a bid to bridge the gaps between them and break the deadlock in negotiations.

When he gave the two sides the plan on 11 November, the Secretary-General asked them to convey their reaction to Alvaro de Soto, his Special Adviser, within a week. 

A spokesman for Mr. Annan said that yesterday, the Secretary-General received a letter from Glafcos Clerides, the Greek Cypriot leader, expressing his readiness to begin negotiations without delay on the basis of the document that is before the two leaders. “He has not yet received such an indication from the Turkish Cypriot side,” the spokesman noted in a statement issued on Mr. Annan’s behalf.

“We understand that Mr. [Rauf] Denktash remains hospitalized in New York and that he requires consultations before he can provide the United Nations with the reaction that was requested,” the statement noted. “The Secretary-General is very concerned.”

“A way to get negotiations under way needs to be found urgently, because further delay could result in the disappearance of the opportunity,” the statement warned, noting that the Secretary-General’s plan contains a calendar “designed to allow the parties to seize this opportunity.”

The timetable requires the main issues to be resolved prior to the Copenhagen European Council. “The calendar is part and parcel of the plan,” the statement notes.

The Secretary-General has asked Mr. de Soto to meet him in Europe at the end of the week so as to take stock and examine what the UN can do to bring the process forward, according to the statement.

* * *

Consolidated Appeals


19 November – Seeking to foster hope among people affected by conflicts, natural disasters and other crises, the United Nations today launched a $3 billion appeal aimed at funding relief programmes covering 50 million people in 30 different countries and regions.


“We are here to ask for help in providing food, shelter, medicine and other life-saving assistance,” UN Deputy Secretary-General Louise Fréchette said at the appeal’s official launch in Bern, Switzerland. Stressing the need to address the root causes of humanitarian emergencies, she added, “humanitarian assistance is not an end in itself, but must be accompanied by efforts to build a bridge from disaster to development.”

Ms. Fréchette appealed to donors to increase their contributions, noting that last year, the UN received just over half of what was requested. Overall levels of humanitarian funding have remained the same for the past decade, despite increasing levels of need.
She also called for States to fund all emergency responses, not just those in the media spotlight. Donors, she pointed out, “have demonstrated a real capacity to help roll back human suffering” where the cameras are – most recently in Afghanistan, and before that in Kosovo, Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Rwanda. “But the international community has been far less forthcoming in other cases where there is equal need, but less publicity,” she said, citing the civil conflict in Burundi as an example of a “forgotten emergency” that has elicited scant attention despite having claimed the lives of as many as 300,000 civilians.


The appeals cover assistance to hungry, displaced and otherwise vulnerable people living in Afghanistan, Angola, Burundi, Chechnya and neighbouring republics in the Russian Federation, Cote d’Ivoire and its region, the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea and the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Other countries and regions slated to receive aid include Eritrea, Ethiopia, the Great Lakes Region of Africa, Guinea, Indonesia, Liberia, the occupied Palestinian territory, the Republic of Congo, Sierra Leone, Somalia, Southern Africa, the Sudan, Tajikistan and Uganda.

The launch of the “consolidated appeals” – so named because they cover the combined requirements of all concerned UN agencies – is also being held today and tomorrow in seven other cities around the world: Washington, D.C., Brussels, Luxembourg, New York, the Hague, Tokyo and Canberra.

In New York today, Carolyn McAskie, the UN Deputy Emergency Relief Coordinator, noted that although the appeals cover chronic, long-term emergencies, like that unfolding in the Sudan, the UN was also finding cause for hope that in some cases – such as Afghanistan, Sierra Leone and Angola – the relief effort could move from the emergency to the development and reconstruction phase.

“These appeals are the lifeline for millions of people around the world,” she said, echoing the Deputy Secretary-General’s call for funding to countries and regions that are not receiving media attention. 

Because humanitarian crises are by nature volatile, the UN reviews and updates its appeals throughout the year, adjusting requirements in response to changing needs and launching new requests in response to sudden disasters.

* * *

Consolidated Appeals: Secretary-General


19 November – United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today urged the international community to fully fund the world body’s joint appeal for $3 billion to provide food, shelter, medicine and other life-saving assistance to 50 million victims of conflict, natural disaster and other emergencies.

In a statement issued by a UN spokesman, Mr. Annan urged donor countries to contribute generously, on the basis of need, to ensure that aid is fairly allocated among countries and sectors. 

The countries and regions covered by this year’s “Consolidated Inter-Agency Appeals” are Afghanistan, Angola, Burundi, Cote d’Ivoire, the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Guinea and Indonesia. 

Liberia, Sierra Leone, Somalia, the countries of southern Africa, Sudan, Tajikistan, Uganda, Chechnya and neighbouring republics in the Russian Federation, and the occupied Palestinian territory comprise the rest.

“These are all places where humanitarian needs are especially acute – where there has been extensive violence and/or loss of life, prolonged drought, massive displacements of people, disruption of economic activities and widespread damage to infrastructure,” the statement noted. “Such devastation and despair can only be addressed through large-scale, multi-faceted humanitarian assistance.”

Looking to the broader picture, the Secretary-General called for redoubled efforts to address the root causes of conflict and other crises, “so that people gain not only relief from their most immediate distress, but also hope for full recovery, development and the resumption of normal life”.
* * *

Middle East


19 November – Victims of what was initially reported as an attack on Israeli civilians in Hebron were in fact military personnel, a United Nations spokesperson reported today, urging a broad approach to resolving the Middle East conflict.

Responding to questions about a statement issued Friday on behalf of Secretary-General Kofi Annan concerning the incident, Hua Jiang said, “The information available to us when the statement was issued was that the victims were Israeli civilians returning from religious service.”

“Subsequently, it now appears that the Israeli victims were in fact soldiers and security personnel,” she noted.

The Secretary-General, who remains “deeply concerned” about the continuing spiral of violence in Israel and the Occupied Palestinian Territory, “continues to believe that only a comprehensive solution developed through a process that addresses political, security, humanitarian and economic issues in parallel can ensure real security for both the Israelis and the Palestinians,” Ms. Jiang stressed.

* * *

Secretary-General

19 November – Continuing his official visit to the Balkans, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today hailed efforts by Yugoslavia to reform and strengthen its institutions, and recognized Belgrade’s burgeoning relationship with its neighbours and the European Union.

Noting the UN’s long and constructive – but sometimes painful and difficult – ties with Yugoslavia, the Secretary-General said both sides are ready to put the past behind them as the country begins to rebuild and create a nation based on the rule of law, democracy and respect for human rights.

“I think you are making progress, progress that I think if pursued and sustained will strengthen your country and the region,” he told reporters following his meeting with President Vojislav Kostunica. “And I am also particularly pleased that you are taking measures to improve relations with your immediate neighbours.”

The Secretary-General said that he and the President had discussed the country’s relationship with the UN International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) and ongoing work to reconcile national law and relations with the UN court.

Turning to Kosovo, which he just visited, the Secretary-General said he could attest to good progress there. “But we have difficult problems that we need to tackle and my team on the ground is working very hard to do just that,” he said. “We are working hard to create a multi-ethnic Kosovo where rights of minorities are respected, where their human rights are respected and they feel secure.”

Mr. Annan said that he also discussed with President Kostunica refugees, noting that the situation in the region naturally brings up the question of their return home, as well as the plight of internally displaced persons, and what individual countries or the international community is doing to help.

As for the painful issue of missing persons, the Secretary-General stressed that the relatives all want answers. “We will work with all concerned in these countries through programmes that have existed and we are trying to strengthen to get to the truth,” he said. “That is essential.”

* * *

Secretary-General

19 November – United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan wrapped up his visit to Kosovo today before heading on to Belgrade for meetings with senior Yugoslav officials, including President Vojislav Kostunica.
The Secretary-General started his day in the northern town of Mitrovica, including the predominantly Serb northern section, where the UN runs a police academy, according to a UN spokesperson in New York.

The Secretary-General was briefed on the training programme there and afterwards, in comments to the press, said, “We have been discussing and reviewing developments which are of key-importance to all of you citizens,” including the rule of law and police, and protection of individual property human rights. “That is what our police service and the rule of law we are trying to establish are intended to do.”

Mr. Annan and his wife, Nane, then travelled by helicopter to a pair of villages – one Serb and one Albanian – near the Serbian border. While in a schoolyard in Gornji Makres, he was greeted by children, who offered him traditional bread in welcome, as well as by village leaders.

At a press encounter later, the Secretary-General said it was good to see a village where the residents realize they have to live together and put the past behind them. “I think a multi-ethnic Kosovo is what we have all been working on,” he said.

Asked about Iraqi activity in the “no-fly” zones, the Secretary-General responded, “I don’t think that the [Security] Council will say that it is in contravention of the resolution which was recently passed.”

Mr. Annan also spoke to the press as he left Pristina, saying that he had “a brief but full visit” to Kosovo, and that he sees the UN Interim Administration Mission (UNMIK) there as a success, with the province having “come a long way” since he visited two years ago.

He also stressed the importance of the rule of law in Kosovo, adding, “The incidents of last weekend, where bombs were thrown in the churches, is not anything anyone can condone.” Two Serbian churches suffered damages in those attacks.

Late yesterday, Mr. and Mrs. Annan met with relatives of missing persons, who had been demonstrating silently outside the UN headquarters in Pristina. He told them that the issue of missing persons was an important one that he would raise with Yugoslav President Kostunica. “We share your need to know,” he told them.

* * *

General Assembly

19 November – The United Nations General Assembly today adopted a series of resolutions recommended by its legal committee, including texts on human cloning, terrorism and protection of personnel on United Nations peacekeeping missions.

The Assembly kept the question of reproductive cloning of human beings on its agenda for another year by deciding to convene a working group of its Sixth (Legal) Committee from 28 September to 3 October 2003.

The Assembly also strongly condemned terrorism as criminal and unjustifiable by a resolution that urged its ad hoc committee to urgently continue elaborating a draft convention on international terrorism at its next meeting in March and April. The ad hoc committee was also urged to resolve outstanding issues impeding conclusion of an international treaty on nuclear terrorism. That committee has already successfully negotiated other anti-terror pacts.

In another action, the UN’s main legislative body welcomed the work of the preparatory body for the establishment of the International Criminal Court (ICC), which had laid the groundwork for the Court’s coming into being on 1 July. The Assembly took note of the report by UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan on the Court, and of the proposed resumption of the first session of the Assembly of States Parties early next year, at which the ICC’s judges and the prosecutor would be elected.

As for the protection of UN personnel in the field, the Assembly urged the Secretary-General to continue to seek to include key provisions of an international treaty on the safety of UN workers in agreements related to peacekeeping operations. One provision recommended the criminalization of attacks against these personnel.

Meanwhile, another resolution strongly condemned acts of violence against diplomatic and consular missions and representatives, as well as against parallel elements in intergovernmental organizations.

* * *

Chechen refugees


19 November – Just days after voicing concern over reports that Poland was closed to asylum-seekers from Chechnya, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) today commended Warsaw for admitting those fleeing the war-ravaged Russian republic.

“UNHCR welcomes Poland’s decision last weekend to allow a group of 150 Russian Federation nationals from Chechnya to enter the country and seek asylum there,” agency spokesman Kris Janowski told reporters in Geneva. “They are the first Chechens to be allowed to seek asylum in Poland in weeks.”

The Polish authorities had decided to bar Chechens from entering the country following the 23 October terrorist attack on a Moscow theatre by Chechen separatists. The decision sparked protests by human rights groups and UNHCR, which urged Poland not to close its doors to Chechen asylum-seekers.


“UNHCR hopes that the admission of 150 Chechens to Poland last weekend represents a permanent return of Poland’s policy of open doors to Chechen asylum seekers,” Mr. Janowski said.

This year alone, over 1,600 Russian Federation nationals – virtually all of them Chechens – sought asylum in Poland, according to the agency.


The spokesman voiced UNHCR’s continued concern about the situation in neighbouring Lithuania, which earlier this month barred 26 Chechens – mostly women and children – from entering and applying for asylum. “UNHCR hopes that Lithuania will follow Poland’s example and reopen its doors to Chechens,” he said.

* * *

Côte d’Ivoire

19 November – Shantytowns located in and around Abidjan, Côte d’Ivoire, and inhabited by Ivorians, immigrants and refugees are still being razed, forcing about 40,000 people from their home and into unsanitary and inhumane conditions, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) said today.

Non-governmental organizations in Abidjan say that 13 shantytowns have so far been destroyed by either the military or gendarmes, and that up to 30 more are slated for destruction by the authorities, a spokesman for the agency said in Geneva, noting that shelters are razed with little or no advance warning.

“Sometimes even when no warning has been given that a shantytown is slated for destruction, bulldozers and other heavy machinery are parked outside the communities, seemingly as a warning that the residents should move elsewhere,” Kris Janowski said.

About 200,000 people have been displaced so far since the conflict started in late September. Of about 73,000 refugees in Côte d’Ivoire, UNHCR said it is currently caring for more than 1,100 newly displaced persons in seven sites around Abidjan, while several thousand Ivorians have fled to neighbouring countries. Several tens of thousands of foreigners, including 6,000 French nationals, Malians, Ghanaians and Nigerians have also decided to return to their countries.

* * *

Parliamentarians

19 November – Reaffirming his determination to enhance the relationship between the United Nations and civil society, Secretary-General Kofi Annan today announced that he would be establishing a broad panel of eminent persons to address the parliamentary dimensions of the Organization’s relationship with local organizations.

“The currents and crosscurrents of civil society and governance in the international community have presented some real challenges. It is time to take stock of what works and what doesn’t,” the Secretary-General said in a message to the Inter-Parliamentary Union (IPU), read on his behalf by Kieran Prendergast, Under-Secretary-General for Political Affairs, to mark IPU Day and the granting of UN observer status to the association.

Mr. Annan assured that the insights of the IPU would be sought by the panel of eminent persons as it embarks on its work, and invited the contribution of the lawmakers. “Indeed, you occupy a unique position: as individuals, you represent real constituencies with real needs; as members of parliaments, you are at the heart of government,” he said.

Parliamentarians were already making an immense contribution to the work of the UN through IPU’s support at conferences, summits, special sessions and other events on key global issues and through its work in familiarizing lawmakers with the UN and how the Organization relates to the needs of their constituencies, the Secretary-General noted.

In opening remarks, the President of the General Assembly, Jan Kavan of the Czech Republic, said the Assembly’s fifty-seventh session marked a new milestone in the cooperation between the UN and the IPU. “The world is still far from the goal of lasting peace, which was the main objective of the IPU founders more than a hundred years ago and which inspired also the founders of the United Nations,” he said.

Mr. Kavan said the contributions of parliamentarians were needed to tackle many of the world’s challenges, including poverty, underdevelopment, diseases, environmental degradation, unequal distribution of resources and human rights abuses.

For his part, the President of the IPU Council, Chilean Senator Sergio Páez, said the granting of observer status to the association was a milestone between national parliaments and the UN. He stressed that the IPU was founded on the principle that problems confronting States should be solved through dialogue and communication, not through arms or the threat of war.

* * *
Afghanistan

19 November – Wrapping up his visit to Afghanistan, United Nations Messenger of Peace Muhammad Ali today issued an open letter to the country’s children encouraging them to prepare for the future.

The former boxing champ said young Afghans would succeed if they readied their minds for the challenges of life, by studying hard, respecting teachings and following guidance.

He also exhorted them to prepare their bodies, by practicing physical activity and sports, and to have faith, which, he said, “will help you through the most difficult days.”

Mr. Ali said he had seen in Afghanistan that the humanitarian community had achieved much by working together with the country’s government and people. “To see young girls studying, knowing that they had been denied opportunities to learn for many years, was inspiring.” 

But above all, his visit showed him not just the Afghanistan of today, but of the future. “That tomorrow will be your tomorrow, and the world must not fail you,” he said.

The Peace Messenger also voiced gratitude to the Afghan children. “I want to thank you, my young friends, for showing me how strong you are in spite of the hardships your country still faces,” he said. “You are the life and soul of Afghanistan.” 

* * *

Sasakawa Prize

19 November – The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) this evening will award Ashok Khosla, long considered one of the world’s great environmental thinkers and innovators, the agency’s Sasakawa Environment Prize for his nearly 40 years of work at the forefront of sustainable development issues.

The annual presentation of the prize recognizes outstanding contributions to the protection of the global environment. Mr. Khosla, who has influential academic work to his credit, was among the first to teach about the environment at Harvard University in the 1960s. In 1972, he became the founding director of India’s Office of Environmental Planning and Coordination, the first national environmental agency in the developing world.

Mr. Khosla “has helped to ensure the worldwide dissemination of accurate and timely information about the environment. And he has shown the many ways in which environmentally sound development is also good economics,” UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan says in a prepared message to the award ceremony, which will be delivered on his behalf by S. Iqbal Riza, Under-Secretary-General and Chef de Cabinet.

“The thread linking his work is his dedication to raising living standards of the poor, while at the same time safeguarding the earth’s vital ecosystems and resources,” the statement said. “By providing holistic solutions to development challenges, and by building bridges between Government, business and civil society, he has helped to chart a path towards a sustainable future, not just for the people of India, but also for people throughout the world.”

* * * 

Africa: poverty reduction

19 November – Africa will not reach the 7 per cent growth rate necessary to meet the international target of halving poverty by 2015, the United Nations said today, reporting the results of an expert group meeting which recommended that alternative options be explored to tackle poverty on the continent.

Meeting for the second time in Brussels, the African Learning Group on the Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers recommended finding new sources of growth in order to identify which sector has an impact on poverty reduction. “No amount of growth will reduce poverty if it only targets an increase in the average income without aiming at reducing income inequality,” according to the UN Economic Commission for Africa (ECA), which established the Group.

Experts participating in the meeting stressed that poverty reduction strategies should be rendered more consistent. “Donors conditions have not decreased, reporting requirements of donors are not harmonized and donor funding remains unpredictable,” the Group said, observing, however, that all concerned have shown a desire to change.

* *** *
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