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Canada blocks UN asbestos ban

'Embarrassingly self-interested'. Teams up with 14  other producers of mineral to stop world body from

halting imports

                   KEVIN DOUGHERTY

                   The Gazette

                   Wednesday, November 19, 2003

Canada, with support from Russia and 13 other asbestos-producing countries, successfully  blocked consideration of a proposed United Nations ban on imports white chrysotile asbestos until September 2004.

                   Canada is the world's second-largest producer of chrysotile asbestos, a known carcinogen.

                   In Geneva, the United Nations Development Program had agreed to consider adding all forms of                   asbestos to its list of  hazardous substances that require "prior informed consent" before they are imported - diplomatic language for banning imports - after the 15-country European Union, Chile and Australia banned the mineral.

                   "There were about 15 countries this morning which raised either concerns in the sense that they were not ready to decide or that they agreed to a delay," Bernard Madé of Environment Canada, co-head of Canada's delegation at the Geneva meeting, said in a telephone interview.

                   Zimbabwe's authoritarian government also issued a statement yesterday calling chrysotile an "eco-friendly" product, denouncing the "Western-backed campaign" against it.

                   Madé said Canada agrees that the four other types of asbestos -  amosite, actnolite, anthophyllite and tremolite - which are not commercially mined in Canada, should be added to the UN list, but Canada hasn't made up its mind on chrysotile. 

                   Canada does agree, though, with proposals also being considered in Geneva to ban the pesticides DNOC and a benomyl-carbofuran mixture  that has caused 22 cases of poisoning in Senegal, five of them fatal.

                   The Institut national de santé publique du Québec issued studies last week showing that at least 60 people a year die in Quebec of asbestos-related diseases and made the case that this figure is  probably low, because only a fraction of asbestos diseases are reported in the province.

                   A spokesperson for the Quebec Health Department said the minister  has just received the reports. She had no comment on the reports' conclusions.

                   Madé said Canada wants to consult with the asbestos industry and the Quebec government before it takes a position on the UN proposal.

                   "We are neither for nor against. We haven't made a decision yet," he said.

                   "We know there is a commercial interest for chrysotile. On the other  hand, there are also interests at the level of environmental agreements. We are interested in participating in these forums. So we  have to weigh the for and against of all these interests."

                   Madé is accompanied in Geneva by officials of Canada's Foreign Affairs and Natural Resources departments and he said federal officials are in contact with Quebec's Environment and Natural Resources                  departments.

                   In Toronto, Julia Langer of the World Wildlife Fund called Canada's position on the ban "embarrassingly self-interested."

                   kdougherty@thegazette.canwest.com

__________________________________________________________________________________________

AP

Asbestos producers block plan to allow ban on imports

By NAOMI KOPPEL

Associated Press Writer

11-18-2003 18:45

GENEVA (AP) _ Major asbestos producers led by Canada and Russia onTuesday blocked a plan to give countries the right to ban all imports of the cancer-causing mineral.¶   The countries said they are not ready to accept the proposal to add the most common form of asbestos _ chrysotile _ to the products covered by the

Rotterdam Convention on trade in hazardous chemicals. 

   Four other forms of asbestos were added to the list which already contained one form, but a decision on chrysotile _ which accounts for 94 percent of commercial asbestos production _ has been put off until the next

meeting, which will likely be in September 2004. 

¶   The decision is "to be regretted," said Reiner Arndt, the chairman of the committee that proposed adding all forms of asbestos to the list of products that can only be traded internationally with the express permission of the importing country. 

¶   Arndt told The Associated Press the treaty is primarily designed to protect developing countries by giving them a simple way to ban imports of products that they fear would be hazardous. 

¶   The blocking by asbestos producers is "a problem", he acknowledged. He said he hoped the issue would be resolved at the next meeting. 

¶   Arndt's committee looked into asbestos following its banning in the European Union and Chile. The committee established that those countries had acted "for health and environmental reasons and that risks are

significantly reduced by this action to protect people," he said.

¶   Agreement to put chrysotile on the list was blocked by Russia, Canada, Ukraine, China, Zimbabwe, India, Indonesia, South Africa and Colombia. Canada told the meeting it was still looking into the issue and could not

make a decision at this time. There was no immediate comment from the Canadian delegation.

¶   The conservation organization Worldwide Fund for Nature condemned Canada's action as "embarrassingly self-interested" and said it made a mockery of the convention's intent to share the responsibility for health

and environmental protection between exporters and importers. 

¶   Asbestos, a naturally occurring mineral, is covered by the treaty's definition of a chemical as a substance "either manufactured or obtained from nature."

¶   It was widely used in the past as a fire retardant and for insulation, but it has been increasingly phased out because the fibers were found to cause cancer when inhaled. Although substitutes are available, asbestos is

still used in seals, gaskets, brakes and armaments, as well as in cement. 

¶   The asbestos industry is valued at around US$300 million annually. Russia is by far the biggest producer, followed by Canada, China and Brazil.

¶   The Rotterdam Convention, negotiated in 1998, has yet to come into force because it must be ratified by 50 countries and so far only 49 have done so. The deciding ratification is expected this week, bringing the

treaty into force early next year. 

¶   Even though it is not yet legally binding, signatories to the treaty had already added five chemicals to the original list of 22 covered by the treaty. The list includes DDT, Lindane and mercury compounds.
__________________________________________________________________________________________

EurActiv

Date: 17/11/2003 

 EU and developing countries oppose US requests on increased use of ozone harming pesticide

                       In short:

                       No consensus could be reached on granting the US exemptions from the requirement to phase out methyl bromide during the UN conference  on the Montreal Protocol (MOP-15) held in Nairobi (Kenya) from 10-14 November 2003. 

                         Background:

                       From 10-14 November, representatives of around 180 countries met in Nairobi, Kenya for the 15th meeting of the Parties to the Montreal  Protocol. The Montreal Protocol is the United Nations Treaty on substances that deplete the ozone layer. It has been signed by 183 countries, including the European Union and the United States. 

                       Issues:

                       The most contentious issues on the agenda was the phase-out of the pesticide methyl bromide. (See EurActiv, 11 November 2003) 

                       The American delegation had sought broad exemptions to the 2005 ban on methyl bromide claiming that no safe, effective and economically  viable alternatives currently exist. 

                       European and developing country negotiators refused to agree to the exemptions. As no consensus could be reached on whether exemptions, and if so, to what extent, should be granted to the US, delegates agree to solve this issue during an extraordinary meeting in Montreal in March 2004. 

                       Positions:

                       Klaus Toepfer, UNEP's Executive Director, said: "Unfortunately and despite a great deal of discussion, governments could not find consensus on this complex issue at this week's meeting. They felt they needed more time to find an agreement which balances the interests of farmers and other users of methyl bromide with international agreements to repair the Earth's protective shield." 

                       Next steps:

                       UNEP will host an 'extraordinary meeting' in Montreal (Canada) in March 2004 to decide on exemptions from a total phasing out of methyl bromide. 

______________________________________________________________________________________

The Hindu 

November 19, 2003 

INDIA TO STUDY 'ASIAN BROWN CLOUD' 

      BYLINE: P. Sunderarajan 

Almost a year after the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) came out with a report about

      the presence of a three-kilometre thick layer of pollutants dubbed "Asian Brown Cloud" over South Asia, the

      Government has decided to launch a study to determine how far India and other countries are responsible

      for it. 

      The study, cleared recently by the high-power Council for Meteorological and Atmospheric Sciences, headed

      by the Science and Technology Secretary, V.S. Ramamurthy, would involve the deployment of a network of

      what is called sky scanner radiometers across the country. 

      The equipment, to be imported at a cost of about Rs. 5 lakhs each, would be strategically placed to get as

      correct a picture as possible. While the exact sites are yet to be decided, the scientists have identified the

      areas where they would be located: east and west coast, the north-east, Central India and the Thar Desert

      in Rajasthan. While the scanners located on the coasts would provide data on the nature and quantum of

      the pollution that is getting transported from other regions, those in other locations would give a picture of

      the kind and load of pollution originating from the country, both because of industrial and other human

      activities and those due to natural processes such as sandstorms. While the scanners in the north-east

      would provide data on the pollution created because of the slash and burn practice adopted by the farmers

      in the region, the ones in Central India would provide information on the nature and quantum of pollution

      caused by other manmade activities in other parts of the country and those in the Thar Desert would assess

      the level of pollution whipped up by sandstorms. 

      The radiometers, which would operate on a wide range of frequencies, from 200 nanometres to 1,200

      nanometres, to help identify the pollution particles of varying sizes, are expected to become operational by

      the middle of next year. Although a cogent picture of what is happening in the atmosphere is likely to be

      available within a year, the experiment is to be conducted over a long term. 

      Senior officials at the India Meteorological Department said the aim of the experiment was to ensure that

      India had its own set of data, particularly considering that global climate change was a highly sensitive

      issue, with a lot of economic implications. "Already, there is growing pressure on India from Europe to do

      something about the problem following apprehensions that due to it, Europe may get less rainfall.'' _______________________________________________________________________________________

India News

New Kerala News & Features

Thursday, 20 November 2003  

"Water" begins to flow at "Vatavaran - 2003"

New Delhi, Nov 19 

                     It is going to be a harvest for nature lovers and green activists at the second national environmental

                     film festival which began here 

                     with "Water" as this year's theme.

                     Thirty films, short-listed under eight categories, will be screened at the three-day festival "Vatavaran

                     2003" organised at the India Habitat Centre by the Centre for Media Studies (CMS), an independent

                     professional forum, with support from various quarters including the ministry of environment and

                     forests, United Nations Environmental Programme (UNEP) and several media and corporate houses.

                     A total prize money of Rs 650,000 is at stake at the festival, which will be judged by a jury headed by eminent filmmaker Adoor Gopalakrishnan. The organisers have also instituted a Prithvi Ratna award                     for outstanding contribution in the field of wildlife and environmental filmmaking. 

                     Apart from screening of films, panel discussions on current environmental topics, like "Water Crisis:

                     Thinking Beyond", are scheduled in the festival. 

                     Inaugurating the film festival Tuesday evening, Delhi Lt Governor Vijai Kapoor lauded the efforts of  the organisers in making a festival on such a topical subject happen.

                     Rajendra Singh, social activist and Magsaysay award winner, said, "Films are an effective medium

                     to trigger grassroots change and spreading the message of conservation." He emphasised the need

                     to give back to nature what society takes.

                     Describing the degradation of the environment in the country, Singh illustrated how 70 percent of the country today fell either under a "dark zone" or "crucial zone" of water scarcity.

                     The festival began with the screening of "Shores of Silence", a poignant documentary on whale shark hunting in India, made by Mike Pandey. "There is a dearth of platforms in the country to carry the                     message of these films to the common man. 

                     "What's the point in we ourselves watching our films?" asked Pandey.

                     The festival will have a packed schedule with special screenings for children to enthuse and                     inculcate appreciation and concern among the young viewers towards environment. 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

The Irish Times 

November 19, 2003 

Cleaning up the chemicals 

      How many toxins do you encounter each day? The EU believes it's too many, and wants reform. Iva Pocock

      reports 

      One of the wonders of the industrial era is the staggering number of chemicals we have created. For making

      our furniture, cars, milk cartons, drugs and hair dye - all the items that make our consumer world possible -

      more than 100,000 substances have been at our disposal. 

      What's also amazing is how little we know about the risks they pose, especially as our bodies now carry

      hundreds of man-made chemicals and the United Nations Environment Programme says that

      "manufactured chemicals are widespread in the air, soil, water, sediments and biota of Europe's

      environment". 

      Of the tens of thousands of chemicals used in Europe, only 140 have been singled out for risk assessment,

      and of these only a very limited number have completed the process. Even then analysis is based on the

      effects of exposure to one chemical at a time - it's almost impossible to predict the effects of exposure to

      combinations of them, as there are so many in our daily cocktail. The European regulatory system has

      encouraged the use of thousands of unassessed chemicals, as only "new" substances, introduced since

      1981, have had to be tested by the authorities. The 100,106 "existing" unassessed chemicals, about which

      no health or environmental data exist, make up 99 per cent of chemicals on the market. There are only

      3,000 "new" substances. 

      For years environmental and health activists have been calling for an overhaul of the system, which Stefan

      Scheuer of the European Environmental Bureau says has led to "a generation of ignorance" about everyday

      chemicals. 

      Five years ago serious discussion began in the European Commission about drafting reforms; last month Erkki  Liikanen and Margot Wallstroem, the competition and environment commissioners, presented the latest draft  of their proposed Registration, Evaluation and Authorisation of Chemicals policy, or Reach. Wallstroem      described it as a "ground-breaking proposal" that "will create a win-win situation for industry, workers and      citizens, and our ecosystem". 

      Under the new system producers and importers of more than a tonne of chemicals a year will have to

      register them in a central database with information on their properties and uses and safe ways of handling

      them. Information will be required in proportion to the volumes in which a substance is produced and the

      risks it may pose, unlike present regulations, which require data for substances at a production level of just

      10 kilograms. 

      Use-specific authorisation will be required for substances of very high concern, such as CMRs (carcinogenic,

      mutagenic or toxic to reproduction), PBTs (persistent, bio-accumulative and toxic) or hormone disruptors.

      And public authorities will no longer have to prove a substance is unsafe before they impose restrictions.

      The burden of proof will now rest with industry, which will have to demonstrate a substance is safe. 

      But the latest 1,200-page draft of Reach has been met with fierce opposition by industry and its supporters

      on the one hand and environment and health campaigners on the other. The industry position remains highly

      critical, even though environmental organisations such as the European Environment Bureau say they are "a

      mere shadow of plans drafted earlier this year, having been watered down to suit many unjustified industry

      demands". 

      Industry representatives from throughout Europe, and from as far afield as Brazil and Singapore, say the

      system will be too costly, threaten competitiveness and jobs and prove unworkable. The main

      representatives, including the Irish Pharmaceutical and Chemical Manufacturers Federation, say the

      commission has ignored its calls for "a more pragmatic and cost-efficient approach" to Reach. 

      "I think everyone agrees that as a concept it's a good idea," says Matt Moran of the federation. "But where

      the problem arises is whether it'll work. If it won't work nobody is going to win: not industry, consumers or

      the commission." 

      Stefan Scheuer says industry associations such as IBEC, to which Moran's federation belongs, have been

      manipulated by a few chemical giants that control the European market. He says the pharmaceutical

      industry is very different from primary chemical producers, with a much more sophisticated understanding of

      consumer awareness, and also that many pharmaceutical substances (and cosmetics) are excluded from

      Reach. 

      Scheuer also mentions the influence of the US chemical industry, which Moran agrees is "not very happy"

      with the European proposals. Indeed, the US Environmental Health Fund published a report describing the

      Bush administration's efforts to weaken Reach. It claims US industry is afraid Reach might serve as a model

      to update chemical regulatory policy in its country. 

      The Government was also highly critical of the initial draft: the Tanaiste, Mary Harney, lobbied against the

      original proposals. Moran says his federation welcomed the Government's Reach position paper, "a good

      balance between protection of the environment and maintaining competitiveness". 

      In an effort to hammer home the urgent need for new chemical-safety rules, Wallstroem last week revealed

      that her body contains many potentially toxic man-made chemicals. She was checked for 77 substances

      found in everyday products such as televisions, carpets, furniture and food, testing positive for 28. Dr

      Vyvyan Howard, a British toxins pathologist, said her result was average: most of the chemicals are

      persistent, bio-accumulative and hormone-disrupting. 

      She had a number of PBDEs, or polybrominated diphenyl ethers, used as flame retardants in many household

      textiles, such as curtains and material used in sofas, cushions and mattresses. They are mainly stored in

      body fat and are thus passed from mother to child during pregnancy and breastfeeding, so Wallstroem's

      levels would have been higher before she had her two sons, says Howard. 

      Wallstroem's blood also featured PCBs, or polychlorinated biphenyls, which used to be widely used in

      electrical equipment, as paint additives and as flame retardants in plastics. The main source of exposure is

      contaminated fish. Once in the body they can be stored for years in fat and the liver, and, like the

      brominated flame retardants, they can be passed on to babies in the womb and through breast milk.

      Excessive exposure to PCBs may affect many bodily functions and cause cancer. Under the Reach system

      the authorities would be able to ban these substances by issuing no authorisations for their use.

      Organochlorine pesticides were also found in Wallstroem's blood, in particular DDT, which was banned for

      agricultural use in the EU in 1983. 

      The environment commission says that had Reach been in place 30 years ago, it would have identified the

      substances and made sure they were used only with appropriate risk-management measures; if the risks

      were unmanageable, their use would have been restricted or banned. But environmental-health campaigners

      say this doesn't go far enough: if there is any hint a substance is toxic, bio-accumulative, persistent or

      hormone disrupting, we should not even be contemplating its authorised use, says Howard. 

      Others are equally critical of complaints about the costs of implementing Reach. Industry has estimated it at

      E12 billion over 10 years; the commission says it will be a maximum of E5.2 billion. Sylvia Altamira of Women

      in Europe for a Common Future points out that the estimated occupational-health benefits alone will add up

      to at least E18 billion, and perhaps as much as E54 billion, over 30 years. 

      Moran is critical of the proposed focus on the hazard of substances, which may lead to some substances

      being taken off the market. "Take a common substance like petrol. If you apply a truly hazard-based

      approach to that material and look at its potential hazard in terms of toxicity and flammability, you'd ban the

      use of it," he says. "Unfortunately, you're always going to have to strike a sensible balance." 

      But the driving force behind these reforms is our ignorance of chemical facts - how much is used, where

      they end up, how they affect human and environmental health - an ignorance that includes Ireland, as

      researchers in Cork discovered when they set out to track dangerous substances here. Noel Duffy,

      co-ordinator of the EPA-funded research, says they concluded it was impossible to produce an inventory

      because of a "lack of relevant data of a large proportion of dangerous substances". Reach is about trying to

      plug that gap. 

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Panafrican News Agency (PANA) Daily Newswire

November 19, 2003

Major conference on Africa's water resources to be held in December

Addis Ababa, Ethiopia (PANA) - Meeting Africa's basic needs in water, sanitation and human settlements will

      be the focus of the first Pan-African Implementation and Partnership Conference on Water scheduled to

      open here 8 December.

      Delegates from about 43 African countries will attend the conference to be held under the aegis of the

      African Ministers Council on Water (AMCOW), which met in October 2003 in Ouagadougou, Burkina Faso to  finalise its programme.

      The weeklong gathering will feature parallel thematic sessions, including Water for Food Security, Protecting

      Ecosystems and Livelihoods, Managing Risks - Water and Climate, Financing Water Infrastructure, Integrated  Water Resource Management/Shared Water Resources, Valuing and Allocating Water, Ensuring Water  Wisdom and Governing Water Wisely. 

      A statement from the UN-Water/Africa Secretariat based at the UN Economic Commission for Africa (ECA),

      said Wednesday that the meeting would also feature a multi-stakeholder consultation, a civil society

      segment and a segment specifically designed for African ministers and policy-makers in charge of water to

      engage development partners.

      UN-Water/Africa Secretariat chair Josue Dione, who is also director of ECA's Sustainable Development

      Division said UN- Water/Africa was determined to make sure the conference did not become "another

      international talk-shop."

      "It will help to determine how we can collectively implement the actions spelt out in international

      instruments, such as the African Water Vision 2025, the Millennium Development Goals and the water agenda of the New Partnership for Africa's Development (NEPAD)," Dione said.

      He said the conference would seek to secure inter- and intra- African commitments to the implementation of

      targets and build international support with development partners.

      During the conference, some key initiatives will be launched, including the African Water Facility - a

      mechanism for investment support for water resource management - the African Water Journal and the

      African Water Development Report, which will be published every two years.

      The conference is co-sponsored by ECA, the UN Environment Programme (UNEP), the World

      Meteorological Organisation (WMO), the UN Education, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO), the UN  Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO), the UN Development Programme (UNDP), the UN Children's Fund   (UNICEF), UN-Habitat, the African Development Bank (ADB), NEPAD and Ethiopia's 

Ministry of Water   Resources. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________

The Washington Times

November 18, 2003, Tuesday, Final Edition

U.N.'s human-rights violations

BYLINE: Henry I. Miller and Gregory Conko, SPECIAL TO THE WASHINGTON TIMES

BODY:

   The United Nations is supposed to be a watchdog of human rights, but it needs watching itself. It has been denying people, especially the poor, the right to feed themselves, buy from others and use their land as they wish. The inhabitants of less developed countries are literally dying as a consequence.

   Not through happenstance, but systematically, the United Nations has been sacrificing science, technology and sound public policy to its own bureaucratic self-interest, thereby obstructing technological innovation that could help the poorest of the poor. In particular, it is involved in the excessive, unscientific regulation of biotechnology - also known as gene-splicing, or genetic modification [GM].

   This regulation slows agricultural research and development and promotes environmental damage. It can also prolong famine and water shortages for millions.

   During the past decade, delegates to the U.N.-sponsored Convention on Biological Diversity negotiated a "biosafety protocol" to regulate the international movement of gene-spliced organisms. It is based on the bogus

"precautionary principle" that dictates that every new product or technology - including, in this case, an improvement over less precise technologies - must be proven completely safe before it can be used.

   An ounce of prevention is certainly desirable, but because nothing can be proved totally safe - at least, not to the standard demanded by many activists and regulators - the precautionary principle has become a self-defeating impediment to the development of new products. Precautionary regulation shifts the burden of proof from the regulator, who previously had to demonstrate that a new technology was likely to cause some harm, to the innovator, who now must demonstrate that the technology will not cause harm under any

circumstances.

   This shift is ominous, because it frees regulatory bodies to require any amount and kind of testing that they wish. Rather than creating a uniform, predictable, and scientifically sound framework for effectively managing

legitimate risks, the biosafety protocol establishes an ill-defined global regulatory process that encourages overly risk-averse, incompetent or corrupt regulators to hide behind the precautionary principle in delaying or

deferring approvals.

   Examples include a five-year-long moratorium on approvals of gene-spliced plants throughout Europe, and the rejection of badly needed food aid by several African countries - only because it contains the same superior

gene-spliced varieties of grain consumed routinely in North America.  Similarly, in July the Codex  limentarius Commission, the joint food standards program of the U.N.'s World Health Organization and its Food and Agriculture Organization, singled out only food products made with gene-splicing techniques for various

Draconian and even bizarre regulatory procedures and requirements.

   Overly burdensome standards for gene-spliced foods are ominous not only because of their direct effects on research and development, but also because they will keep beneficial new crop plants out of the hands of the

resource-poor farmers in less developed countries who need them most.

   The unscientific, precautionary-principle-driven standards and regulations the U.N. defends in the name of global environmental protection actually harm the environment and public health, stifling development of environmentally friendly innovations that can increase agricultural productivity, help clean up toxic wastes, conserve water, and supplant agricultural chemicals. Many U.N. experts themselves warn that the greatest single threat to the planet's environment comes from the world's burgeoning population and its demand that

ever more land be devoted to food production. But the regulatory regimes promoted by various U.N. agencies and projects will deny less developed countries precisely the kind of technology they need.

   Scientists worldwide agree that gene-splicing is merely a refinement, or improvement, over less precise and predictable genetic techniques that have been used for centuries, an exquisite tool that can help to develop plants with higher yields and innovative traits. Tragically, its use is already being blocked by the disincentive of unnecessary regulations.

   Morally, this is no different from permitting the construction of an unsafe dam or knowingly administering a contaminated vaccine. Countless people will suffer and die needlessly as a result of the arbitrary, unscientific

restrictions that prevent us from helping the poor to help themselves. The U.N.'s leaders should be held accountable for this human-rights catastrophe, and the precautionary principle should be relegated to the same dustbin of history as Germany's "final solution" and Serbia's "ethnic cleansing."

   Henry I. Miller is a fellow at Stanford University's Hoover Institution and was a Food and Drug Administration official from 1979 to 1994. Gregory Conko is director of Food Safety Policy at the Competitive Enterprise Institute.
__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Reuters

New Species of Living Baleen Whale Discovered

  LONDON - Japanese scientists have identified a new species of living baleen whale after examining the skeletons of  several specimens caught in the 1970s. 

  Shiro Wada and researchers at the National Research Institute of Fisheries Science in Yokohama said the specimens  resembled fin whales although they were smaller. 

  But after examining their DNA, the shape of their skull and the baleen plates they use to filter plankton from the water they  were convinced the specimens were a new species. 

  The comparison "separated them from all known baleen whale species," Wada said in a report published in the science  journal Nature yesterday. 

  The researchers also separated other similar types of baleen whales - Bryde's whale and Eden's whale - into two distinct species. 

  Baleen whales have no teeth and use the baleen plates that hang down from the roof of their mouths to gather food. 

  New Scientist magazine described the research as a stunning find and said it reinforces how little is known about the world's fauna, including its greatest mammals. 

  "We are in the midst of a major rethink about what constitutes a species, and where the boundaries lie between them," the  magazine said in its latest issue. 

  Story Date: 20/11/2003 __________________________________________________________________________________________

BBC

Whale species is new to science 

     A previously unidentified species of whale has been recorded by researchers. 

     The creature is a close cousin of the blue whale and has been given the formal scientific name Balaenoptera omurai , reports the journal Nature. 

     Its Japanese discoverers say the 12-metre-long animal's DNA and anatomical features mark it apart from other whales that use combs to trap food. 

     Commentators believe the new finding may complicate the debate over whether commercial whaling should be resumed. 

     It was likely to delay any return to the regular harpooning of certain whale species, they told the BBC. 

     Food trap 

     The new discovery was made by a team led by Shiro Wada of the National  Research Institute of Fisheries Science in Yokohama. 

     They examined the DNA of a number of individual whales belonging to the  species known as Bryde's whale, also called Eden's whale. 

     There has been debate for many years over whether this species has the  correct taxonomic classification. 

     "The classification of these whales has been confusing because Bryde's whale has often been confused with Eden's, and we didn't know whether it's one  species or two," Dr Wada told the BBC. 

     His team now argues that in fact there are three separate species - Bryde's, Eden's - and a new whale species, omurai . 

     All are so-called baleen whales - also called rorquals - which use a comb, or baleen, to trap their food, such as krill. 

     Controversial 'science' 

     If the team's assessment is accepted by the international scientific community,  it will at a stroke increase the number of known living baleen species from six to eight. 

     The other five are the blue whale, which is the world's largest mammal; the  humpback whale, fin whale, sei whale and minke whale. 

     The new findings are based on the study of a dead whale that was washed on to the shore of the Japanese island Tsunoshima in 1998, and several other specimens caught 30 years ago by the often-criticised Japanese scientific whaling programme. 

     "Without that programme, we would not have made this discovery," Dr Wada  stressed. 

     He said the separate species classification for B. omurai was attributed to its  distinct DNA profile, its cranial structure and, in particular, the mammal's smaller number of baleen plates. 

     Big finding 

     Commenting on the discovery, Professor Bo Fernholm, from the Swedish Museum of Natural History in Stockholm, and a former chair of the International Whaling Commission, said the evidence was "quite convincing". 

     He also said the research could impact the debate over whether countries such as Japan, Norway and Iceland are allowed to resume commercial hunting of whales. 

     "This is important because the Japanese want to hunt Bryde's whales. 

     "The situation then becomes more complex if Bryde's whale is in fact three species." 

     Estimates of the number of the Earth's species yet to be discovered vary wildly but all are high - perhaps even more than 100 million. 

     These are thought to be mainly fish, fungi, microbes and insects - on the whole  very small organisms. 

     The identification of a new mammal species is a rarity, especially one as big as  a whale. 

_________________________________________________________________________________________

REGIONAL OFFICE FOR AFRICA  (ROA)- NEWS UPDATE

20 November 2003

UNEP/UN in the news

Major conference on Africa's water resources to hold in December 

Addis Ababa, Ethiopia (PANA) - Meeting Africa's basic needs in water, sanitation and human settlements will be the focus of the first Pan-African Implementation and Partnership Conference on Water scheduled to open here 8 December. Delegates from about 43 African countries will attend the conference to be held under the aegis of the African Ministers Council on Water (AMCOW), which met in October 2003 in Ouagadougou, Burkina Faso to finalize its programme. The weeklong gathering will feature parallel thematic sessions, including Water for Food Security, Protecting Ecosystems and Livelihoods, Managing Risks - Water and Climate, Financing Water Infrastructure, Integrated Water Resource Management/Shared Water Resources, Valuing and Allocating Water, Ensuring Water Wisdom and Governing Water Wisely. A statement from the UN-Water/Africa Secretariat based at the UN Economic Commission for Africa (ECA), said Wednesday that the meeting would also feature a multi-stakeholder consultation, a civil society segment and a segment specifically designed for African ministers and policy-makers in charge of water to engage development partners. The conference is co-sponsored by ECA, the UN Environment Programme (UNEP), the World Meteorological Organisation (WMO), the UN Education, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO), the UN Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO), the UN Development Programme (UNDP), the UN Children's Fund (UNICEF), UN-Habitat, the African Development Bank (ADB), NEPAD and Ethiopia's Ministry of Water Resources.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng021151&dte=19/11/2003
UN-Backed Accord On Hazardous Chemicals Considers Adding All Forms of Asbestos

Accra Mail (Accra): A United Nations-backed convention on hazardous chemicals is set to decide this week whether all forms of asbestos and two hazardous pesticides should be added to an international list of chemicals that are not to be exported unless the importing country explicitly agrees. In 2001, the Interim Chemical Review Committee (ICRC) of the Rotterdam Convention on the Prior Informed Consent (PIC) Procedure for certain Hazardous Chemicals and Pesticides in International Trade recommended that the five remaining forms of asbestos - amosite, actinolite, anthophyllite, tremolite and chrysotile - be added to the interim PIC list. One - crocidolite - is already listed. The weeklong tenth session of the Intergovernmental Negotiating Committee beginning in Geneva today will consider whether to accept the recommendation. The Convention was agreed to in 1998 under the auspices of the UN Environment Programme (UNEP) and the UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) to help governments, particularly in the developing world, prevent chemicals accidents and pollution. When it enters into force next year, governments will need to formally transfer asbestos and all other recent additions from the interim and voluntary PIC list to the Convention's legally binding list. The attractions of asbestos include its high tensile strength, fibrous nature, resistance to heat, and inert chemistry, and it was once widely used as insulation for houses and specialized equipment but was eliminated in many countries when it was found that its tiny fibres were being inhaled into the lungs of workers and residents and caused cancer, other illnesses and death. It is still used in seals, gaskets, joints, brakes, armaments and other applications, although cost-effective substitutes are increasingly available for most applications. The meeting will also consider the pesticide DNOC, which is highly

toxic to humans and poses a high risk to other organisms.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200311190732.html
General environment news

Anti-Pollution Campaign Launched

UN Integrated Regional Information Networks: Benin's environment and urbanization ministry has begun a one-week sensitization campaign across the country to raise awareness about rising pollution in this small West African country. The campaign is intended to educate the population about the direct link between health and a polluted atmosphere after environmental specialists said the air around Benin's economic hub, Cotonou, the capital, Porto Novo and other cities, had over the last five years become more polluted. According to the specialists, the increasing pollution had resulted from an increasing number of motor vehicles, the continued use of lead in fuel products as well as the poor quality of the products, a growing urban population and the poor state of roads in Benin. Moustapha Alamou, who spent two years studying pollution through gas emissions by taxis in Cotonou, said residents of the city face increasing risks of respiratory and skin-related ailments, cataract and other eye diseases due to continuous exposure to the emissions. Speaking at the launch of the campaign this week, Alamou warned that he had found traces of lead in the lungs and blood of people he was studying. Various activities are being conducted during the campaign. These include information sessions, pamphlet distribution and free gas emission checks on cars, trucks and other motor vehicles.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200311190049.html
Moosa to Open Journalism Conference

BuaNews (Pretoria): Environmental Affairs and Tourism Minister Mohammed Valli Moosa will officially open the International Environmental Journalism Conference in Cape Town today.  With several controversial topics on the agenda, the organizers of the journalism conference are expected to engage in intense debates leading to far-reaching resolutions on sustainable development, environmental conservation, and the future quality of life on this planet. The role of environmental journalists, as conveyors of vital information, will come under the spotlight on the first day, with energy options, water management, biodiversity conservation and tourism some of the other frontline subjects scheduled to be debated. The professional challenges facing environmental journalists will be dealt with on the second day, when there will also be a workshop on ways to make news of important environmental issues. The conference will end on Friday afternoon with a discussion on the training options available to environmental journalists.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200311190375.html
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W E D N E S D A Y    H I G H L I G H T S
*
Israelis, Palestinians must seize new chance for peace, senior UN official says

*
Security Council condemns exploitation of natural resources in DR of Congo

*
Iraq: UN Oil-for-Food programme set to terminate on Friday, proud and on time

*
Security Council urges support for projects to clear landmines

*
UN de-miners suspend operation in Afghan province after carjacking

*
Mandate of UN office in Guinea-Bissau extended one year

*
Preparations for Africa’s Great Lakes conference proceeding well – Annan

*
DR of Congo: UN mission chief holds talks on repatriating Rwandan fighters

*
UN agencies swing into action on $3 billion humanitarian appeal for 2004

*
UN agencies warn Côte d’Ivoire is struggling to cope

*
China to host its first ever UN Secretariat office

* * * * 

Middle East

19 November – With a new Palestinian Prime Minister in place, all parties involved in peace-building between Israelis and Palestinians should recommit themselves to the process and leave behind the inaction of the past month, a senior United Nations official told the Security Council today.

In his assessment of developments in the Middle East, the Under-Secretary-General for Political Affairs, Kieran Prendergast, said new Palestinian Prime Minister Ahmad Qurei would be expected “to take immediate steps to establish law and order, control violence and start operations to confront those who engage in terror.”

The period since he last updated the Middle East question was a month of relative quiet, but had not engendered positive steps to peace, he said.

“We hear talk here and there of a possible meeting between the two Prime Ministers and of another ceasefire,” he said. “These tender shoots need nourishing. The peace process cannot be allowed to remain stalled.”

Despite the positive actions recommended by the “Road Map” to peace –a process co-sponsored by the United Nations, the European Union, the United States and the Russian Federation, terrorism threatened each Israeli, Mr. Prendergast said. Israeli military and settlement operations, meanwhile, as well as its construction of a separation barrier, caused Palestinian suffering.

Both sides had done little to address the situation and both should be judged by their performance, Mr. Prendergast said, urging the Israeli Government and the Palestinian Authority to shoulder their obligations.

“The period of inertia, excuses and conditionality in Middle East peacemaking must end,” he said.

After his briefing, the Security Council unanimously passed a resolution endorsing the Road Map, which advocates achieving “the vision of two States living side by side in peace and security.”

The resolution – co-sponsored by Bulgaria, Chile, China, France, Germany, Guinea, Russia, Spain and the United Kingdom – also called on the parties to fulfil their obligations under the Road Map in cooperation with the Quartet.

While recognizing Israel’s right and duty to defend itself against terrorism, this defence could not be carried out at the expense of the entire Palestinian people, Mr. Prendergast said in his assessment.

“Movement restrictions on Palestinians continue to hamper everyday life and strangle the Palestinian economy,” he said.

Israeli assurances from the highest levels that donor activity and humanitarian aid would be fully facilitated contrasted starkly “with the facts on the ground,” Mr. Prendergast said.

“We call on the Government of Israel to take immediate and practical steps to live up to its assurance that it will do all it can to facilitate humanitarian and emergency aid efforts,” he said.

In the month that had passed since his last briefing on the Middle East, he said, “everyone has waited for others to act.”

The international community had waited for the parties to make progress on their own, despite compelling evidence, accumulated over years, that they would be incapable of making peace without international intervention, he said.

“The Government of Israel waited for the Palestinian Authority to form an empowered government and for terrorism to end,” Mr. Prendergast said.

“The Palestinian Authority waited for Israel to halt military operations and take steps to ease the closures that have so deeply damaged Palestinian life, for the international community to lead the parties toward peace and for its own political wrangling to end.”

They could not afford just to keep waiting, he said.

* * *

DR of Congo

19 November – The United Nations Security Council today condemned the illegal exploitation of natural resources in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC).

In a statement read out by this month’s President, Ambassador Ismael Abraão Gaspar Martins of Angola, the Council emphasized the connection between the ongoing conflict in the DRC, the illegal trafficking of arms in the region and the exploitation of natural resources.

The statement follows the delivery on 30 October of the final report of the Panel of Experts on the Illegal Exploitation of Natural Resources and Other Forms of Wealth in the DRC. The Panel found that illegal exploitation was one of the main sources of funding for armed groups that want to perpetuate conflict in the DRC.

The DRC has reserves of gems, gold, cobalt, copper, timber, uranium and coltan, a component for electronic chips in laptop computers and cell phones.

In today’s statement, the Council urged all States to stop the exploitation of raw materials and resources, and said it would consider setting up a possible mechanism to monitor the flow of weapons into the DRC.

The statement also called for the prompt resumption of State authority throughout the DRC so that there was competent administration to protect and control all activities involving the exploitation of natural resources.

* * *

Iraq: Oil-for-Food

19 November – The multi-billion dollar United Nations Oil-for-Food programme, which fed most Iraqis for seven years under Saddam Hussein’s sanctions-bound regime, will finally wrap up its activities on Friday, on time to meet its expiry deadline and proud of all that it achieved since its inception in 1996.

The programme, the largest the UN has ever administered in financial terms, will transfer operational responsibility, including all humanitarian projects funded by oil revenues, assets ranging from schools to power stations and all contracts with suppliers, to the United States-run Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA) as of midnight Friday.

“It is gratifying to state without hesitation that the United Nations has met the challenge for an orderly termination of the programme by 21 November 2003 pursuant to (Security Council) resolution 1483,” the Executive Director of the Iraq Programme, Benon Sevan, said in remarks prepared for a closed-door briefing of the Council today.

“It has achieved this in spite of the programme’s magnitude in terms of scope, level of funding, operational scale and complexity,” Mr. Sevan added. “This challenge has been met in the face of prevailing security conditions, and the ensuing substantial reduction in UN international personnel in Iraq after the terrorist bombing of the United Nations headquarters in Baghdad on 19 August.”

The programme, which allowed the Government of Iraq to sell oil for food and humanitarian supplies and served as the sole source of sustenance for 60 per cent of Iraq’s estimated 27 million people, became obsolete after resolution 1483 in May lifted sanctions imposed on the country for its 1990 invasion and subsequent occupation of Kuwait.

That resolution gave a six-month deadline for wrapping up the programme, which had used Iraqi oil revenues to purchase and manage some $46 billion worth of humanitarian assistance, supplies and projects.

Between 1996 and the onset of war in March, the programme achieved progressive improvements in health, education and public infrastructure. Malnutrition rates for children under 5 in the central and southern regions were cut in half, the capacity to undertake make surgeries increased by 40 per cent and more houses were built in 2002 than in 1990.

Mr. Sevan had warned at the end of September that the headquarters’ bombing, the resulting drastic reduction in international staff and tardy action by the CPA had dealt major blows to the timetable for ending the programme, but he vowed then to meet the challenge “despite the enormity of the tasks involved.”

Before the war in March, some 893 international staff and 3,600 Iraqis worked for the programme in Iraq. The CPA has indicated that most of the 2,600 Iraqi staff associated with implementation in the three mainly Kurdish northern governorates, where the programme had direct responsibility for distribution, will be retained.

In the 15 governorates of southern and central Iraq, the programme was implemented by the former Government of Iraq, with the UN monitoring the effective and equitable distribution by 44,000 Iraqi food agents.

* * * 

Landmines

19 November – The Security Council today urged United Nations Member States to support projects to clear landmines and other unexploded ordnance from countries emerging from armed conflicts and to help rehabilitate landmine victims.

In a statement read by the Council President for November, Ambassador Ismael Abraão Gasper Martins of Angola, the Council urged countries to provide “adequate and sustained” financial assistance to support mine clearing and to alleviate the suffering of populations affected by mines and unexploded ordnance.

Where possible, countries should donate further to the Voluntary Trust Fund for Assistance in Mine Action, the statement said.

“The Security Council encourages governments whose countries are affected by the presence of landmines and unexploded ordnance to include a mine action impact assessment in all development planning,” the statement said.

The Council also drew attention to the need to ensure the socio-economic, physical and psychosocial reintegration of landmine survivors.

Refugees and internally displaced people needed to be repatriated in orderly fashion, mined land had to be restored to productive use and people and goods should be able to move about without such risks, the statement said.

The Council called on Secretary-General Kofi Annan to provide information on the scope and humanitarian impact of the mine and unexploded ordnance problem by submitting country-specific reports.

* * *

Afghanistan

19 November – The United Nations Mine Action Centre in Afghanistan has become the latest UN agency to suspend operations in the southern province of Ghazni until adequate security measures are put in place after an Afghan driver of a vehicle belonging to a partner agency was hijacked.

The driver was carjacked yesterday in Ghazni town – site of Sunday’s killing of a UN refugee worker – and beaten by four armed men before he was let go.

The UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) said yesterday it was temporarily suspending assistance to Afghan returnees from Pakistan, withdrawing 30 international staff from the border area and closing reception centres in four provinces following Sunday’s attack.

Bettina Goislard, a 29-year-old French national working for UNHCR, was travelling in a clearly marked agency vehicle through the centre of Ghazni city when gunmen pulled up on a motorcycle, opened fire and killed her.

On Monday Secretary-General Kofi Annan said the UN was already taking new steps to protect staff that would involve changes in the way the world body works in Afghanistan as it seeks to continue its operations there.

* * *

Guinea-Bissau

19 November – The Security Council has extended for another year, on the recommendation of Secretary-General Kofi Annan, the mandate of the United Nations office in Guinea-Bissau so that the transitional government will have the time to strengthen democratic institutions.

In a letter this week to the Council President for November, Ambassador Ismael Abraão Gaspar Martins of Angola, Secretary-General Kofi Annan proposed that mandate of the UN Peace-building Support Office (UNOGBIS) be extended until 31 December 2004.

He said it should include promoting political dialogue, national reconciliation, the rule of law, respect for human rights, constitutional normality and peace with Guinea-Bissau’s neighbours.

UNOGBIS should also help with upcoming “free and transparent” elections and with the peaceful management of differences, he added, and should “encourage the Government to enact the programme of small arms collection and destruction.”

* * *

Great Lakes

19 November – There is a new political momentum in Africa’s Great Lakes region as preparations proceed to stage an international conference on the area, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan says in a new report released today.

But there also remain challenges and constraints on organizing a successful conference, Mr. Annan warns in a report to the Security Council.

Mr. Annan says the establishment of a transitional government in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), the staging of general elections in Rwanda and the progress of the Burundi peace process means “there is a new momentum in the region on which it is important to capitalize.”

The Secretary-General says the Great Lakes region’s core countries – Burundi, the DRC, Kenya, Rwanda, Tanzania and Uganda – must focus on ensuring they have appropriate policies and programmes in place on the conference’s proposed thematic areas.

The first meeting of the regional preparatory committee for the conference is expected to take place next month, while the first of two summits involving Heads of States is scheduled for next June.

Mr. Annan’s report is in response to requests from the Security Council, which he says recognizes that the people of the Great Lakes region are so inter-linked that solutions to problems can only be reached regionally.

* * *

DR of Congo

19 November – The head of the United Nations Organization Mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (MONUC) is in Rwanda today holding talks about the repatriation of Rwandan combatants currently in the DRC.

William Lacy Swing, the Special Representative of UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan for the DRC, travelled to the Rwandan capital, Kigali, to speak to Rwandan authorities, according to a statement issued by MONUC.

The statement added that Mr. Swing would discuss MONUC’s role in the disarmament, demobilization, repatriation, resettlement and reintegration of foreign armed groups in the DRC.

Earlier this week, Mr. Annan praised the voluntary repatriation of 100 high-level members of the rebel Democratic Liberation Forces of Rwanda (FDLR) from the DRC back to Rwanda.

* * *

Consolidated appeal

19 November – Individual United Nations humanitarian agencies today began lobbying donors to contribute to the $3 billion Consolidated Appeal for 2004 launched by Secretary-General Kofi Annan yesterday to help 45 million people in 21 countries.

“As important as the crises affecting Afghanistan and Iraq are, these are not the only places in the world where children’s lives are being devastated by emergency conditions,” the Executive Director of the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF), Carol Bellamy, said in a statement. “It’s our responsibility to look beyond the headlines to the crises and emergencies that are impacting millions of people in Asia, Africa and the Middle East.”

This year’s appeal goes beyond national borders and looks at 21 specific crises – like famine and the HIV/AIDS pandemic that are affecting much of southern Africa – that are regional in nature and require a complex, coordinated response.

Children are always the most vulnerable in emergencies, the statement said. Most children who die in wartime do not die as a direct result of violence but from the consequences of conflict: malnutrition, disease, lack of shelter, no access to safe water or sanitation.

“UNICEF recognizes that when crisis strikes, tailor-made, rapid responses are critical, but to be effective in the long-term responses must also bring sustainable solutions,” Ms. Bellamy declared. “Humanitarian aid is not about band-aids and blankets. A road map out of the crisis and into long-term development and recovery is critical to our mission.”

For its part the UN World Health Organization (WHO) called on donors to urgently invest in health services for 45 million children, women and men caught up in the world’s deadliest crises by contributing $341 million to build and maintain necessary health services for people in the 21 designated countries.

“More and more people are affected by crises and conflict,” WHO Director-General Lee Jong-wook said in a statement. “They face a myriad of threats – many beyond anyone’s immediate control. But by funding health in crises, donors can help ensure quick action to get health services to people in need.”

Globally, at least one billion people in more than 40 countries are affected by crises and the 45 million targeted in the 2004 appeal are the most vulnerable, WHO said. Some are in danger because of sudden natural disasters, such as floods, earthquakes, hurricanes, a fire or a chemical accident. Millions more are affected by long-term, complex crises as a result of ongoing violent conflict. A third wave of crises, recently declared by WHO as a global public health emergency, is the lack of access to treatment for the millions affected by the HIV/AIDS epidemic, which is reversing decades of social, economic and cultural development in many countries.

The crises included in the 2004 appeal are: Angola, Burundi, Chechnya and neighbouring Republics (Russian Federation), Central African Republic, Côte d’Ivoire (plus 3 – Burkina Faso, Ghana and Mali), the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Eritrea, the Great Lakes Region, Guinea, Liberia, the occupied Palestinian territory, Sierra Leone, Somalia, the southern Africa region, the Sudan, Tajikistan, Tanzania, Uganda, West Africa and Zimbabwe.

* * *
Côte d’Ivoire

19 November – The humanitarian needs of the people of Côte d’Ivoire are outstripping the ability of aid organizations to respond, the United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) warned today.

The situation in the West African country could worsen if the serious issues surrounding the safety of the population are not tackled, OCHA said in a statement issued in New York.

OCHA said the situation is worst in the western, northern and buffer zones of Côte d’Ivoire, due to inter-ethnic and political conflicts. Several hundred Malians and Burkinabés have had to flee their homes in the cocoa-growing region of Gagnoa because of arson attacks and looting.

According to the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), about 70,000 refugees have been registered in Côte d’Ivoire, with almost all of them originating from neighbouring Liberia. Many are reluctant to return because of fears of violence.

OCHA said it strongly encouraged donors to support the UN’s Consolidated Humanitarian Appeal for 2004 launched yesterday with the aim of attracting $3 billion, $9.4 million of which would go towards human rights and rule of law programmes in Côte d’Ivoire.

* * *

China

19 November – The first office from the United Nations Secretariat to be established in China is set to open in Beijing later this month following the historic signing in Bangkok today of an agreement with the Chinese Government.

Under the Host Country Headquarters Agreement with the UN Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP), the new headquarters for the Asian and Pacific Centre for Agricultural Engineering and Machinery (APCAEM) will be located in the China International Science and Technology Convention Centre in Beijing.

The opening of the Centre signifies the recognition by ESCAP Member States of the importance of the organization in furthering the cause of agro-based technologies in agricultural production,” the Commission said in a news release.

It is anticipated that the Centre will attract more member countries and financial contributions from the private sector in the form of public-private partnership, as it increasingly proves itself to be beneficial to its stakeholders with substantive and tangible accomplishments in the near future.

APCAEM currently has 13 member countries: Bangladesh, China, the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, India, Indonesia, Iran, Nepal, Pakistan, the Philippines, the Republic of Korea, Sri Lanka, Thailand, and Viet Nam.

* *** *

__________________________________________________________________________________________

DAILY PRESS BRIEFING BY THE OFFICES OF THE SPOKESMAN FOR THE SECRETARY-GENERAL                    AND THE SPOKESWOMAN FOR THE GENERAL ASSEMBLY PRESIDENT

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

     Secretary-General, and Michéle Montas, Spokeswoman for the General Assembly President.

           Good afternoon.

           **Security Council

           The period of inertia, excuses and conditionality in the Middle East peace process must end, the head of the UN’s Political Affairs department, Kieran Prendergast, told the members of the Security Council this morning.  He noted that while the last month had been one of relative quiet, it had been met not with positive steps but with inaction.

           Everyone, he said in an open meeting, has waited for the other to act.  But progress cannot be contingent on the actions expected of others, he went on to say, adding that Israelis and Palestinians can and should do more to meet their Road Map obligations.

           He also told Council members that the international community would be judged on the effectiveness of its

     efforts.  In acting through the Quartet, he said, it must be actively engaged in assisting the parties and monitoring progress.

           Prendergast noted the recent reports on the possibility of the Israeli and Palestinian prime ministers meeting, as well as the talk of a new ceasefire.  “These tender shoots need nourishing”, he said.  He told the Council that the two recent civil society peace initiatives were welcome.  Not only, he said, do they reveal a strong underlying desire on  the part of both peoples for a peaceful settlement, they also revive the hope of each side that, in the other, there is a  partner for peace.

           The full text of Prendergast’s comments is available upstairs.  In it, he also updates Council members on the situation along the Blue Line [between Lebanon and Israel], which he says remains tense.

           Council members are now in closed consultations on the Middle East.

           [Later on during the briefing, the Spokesman announced that a vote on the resolution on the Road Map for the Middle East was under way and the Secretary-General was in the Chamber.]

           **Oil-for-Food Programme

           As you know, the UN’s administration of the “oil-for-food” programme comes to an end this Friday at midnight.

           Operational responsibility for the seven-year-old programme, including all humanitarian projects funded by oil  revenues, assets ranging from schools to power stations and all contracts with suppliers, will be transferred to the Coalition Provisional Authority.

           At four this afternoon during closed consultations, the programme’s Executive Director, Benon Sevan, will

     update Security Council members on the winding down of the UN’s role in the programme.  The full text of Sevan’s  briefing is available upstairs under embargo.

           Also available, immediately after the noon briefing, are a number of fact sheets regarding the achievements of the programme and the current financial status of accounts, which includes information on the transfer yesterday of another billion dollars from the oil-for-food account to the development fund for Iraq.  To date, 3 billion dollars have been  transferred.

           We expect Benon Sevan to be available to you at the Security Council stakeout immediately following closed consultations this afternoon.

           **Guinea-Bissau

           The Security Council has extended the UN Peace-building Support Office in Guinea-Bissau until the end of 2004.

           Out as documents today is an exchange of letters between the Secretary-General and Security Council

     President Ismael Abraão Gaspar Martins on this subject.

           **Great Lakes

           There is a new political momentum in Africa’s Great Lakes region as preparations proceed for an international conference on the area, the Secretary-General says in a new report released today.

           But there also remain challenges and constraints on organizing a successful conference, he warns.  And you can read more about the report, which is out on the racks.

           **Democratic Republic of Congo

           The Special Representative of the Secretary General in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, William Swing,  travelled to the Rwandan capital of Kigali today to discuss with Rwandan authorities conditions for the repatriation of  Rwandan combatants currently in the Congo.  He will also discuss the role which the UN Mission in the country can  play through its programme for the disarmament, demobilization, repatriation, resettlement and reintegration of  foreign-armed groups.

           A press release regarding this and other developments in the DRC is available upstairs.

           **Individual UN Agencies Appeal for Humanitarian Aid

           Following yesterday’s launching by the Secretary-General of a $3 billion Consolidated Appeal for 2004,

     individual UN agencies have started calling for contributions to humanitarian assistance activities.  This year, the Appeal looks at 21 specific crises that are regional and require a complex, coordinated response.

           In a UNICEF media release, Executive Director Carol Bellamy reminds donors that “as important as the crises affecting Afghanistan and Iraq are, these are not the only places in the world where children’s lives are being devastated by emergency conditions”.

           The World Health Organization is also calling on donors to urgently invest in health services for 45 million

     children, as well as women and men caught up in the world’s deadliest crises.

           The press releases issued by UNICEF and WHO are available upstairs.

           **Afghanistan

           On Tuesday, the Afghan driver of a vehicle belonging to a partner agency of the UN Mine Action Centre was carjacked in the south-eastern Afghan town of Ghazni by four armed men, who beat him before letting him go.

           The Mine Action Centre, upon learning about the incident yesterday, suspended all its operations in Ghazni Province until adequate security measures are put in place.

           **Women -- Afghanistan

           Further on Afghanistan, the UN Children’s Fund says that Afghan women and children have seen unparalleled progress in health, nutrition, water and education in the two years since the fall of the Taliban regime.

           There has been a huge increase in the number of children enrolled in Afghan schools, with some 4 million

     children now enrolled in classes throughout the country -– more than ever seen in Afghanistan’s history.  A third of  those children are girls, with the boy-girl ratio in schools returning to pre-Taliban levels.

           A UNICEF press release is available with other highlights of the progress over the past two years.

           **Côte d’Ivoire

           The humanitarian needs of the population of Côte d'Ivoire outstrip the ability of aid organizations to respond.

           The Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs also warns that the situation could worsen unless

     serious problems of protection are addressed.

           In one example, the Office says hundreds of non-native migrant farmers have been driven from their lands in an apparent dispute over cocoa.  Humanitarian agencies have been prevented access to the area of concern.

           And you have more on that in a press release upstairs.

           **ICTY

           General Wesley Clark has been ordered by the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia to  testify on 15 and 16 December as a witness in the trial of former Yugoslav President Slobodan Milosevic.

           We have a press release from the Tribunal, explaining the conditions under which General Clark will provide his testimony, and that is upstairs.

           **Sasakawa Prize

           The Secretary-General will confer the UN Environment Programme’s annual prize to two environmentalists -–  one from China and one from Brazil -– in a ceremony this evening at the New York Historical Society.

           We have embargoed copies of the Secretary-General’s remarks at that award ceremony in my office.

           **Symposium on “Population and HIV/AIDS”

           There will be a symposium on Population and HIV/AIDS at the Dag Hammarskjöld Auditorium this afternoon  between 4:00 and 6:00.

           The symposium is organized by the Office of the High Representative for the Least Developed Countries,

     Land-Locked Countries and Small Island Developing States.

           We have an information note on that.

           **Guest at Noon Tomorrow

           Our guest at noon tomorrow will be Catherine Bertini, the Under-Secretary-General for Management, who will be here to discuss the UN budget.

           **Background Briefing Tomorrow

           Following that tomorrow, there will be a background briefing.  The Secretary-General will be delivering the first  annual Distinguished Lecture on International Flows of Humanity, and that will be at Columbia University this Friday. 

     We have invited a senior UN official to give you a background briefing on migration, which will be the subject of the Secretary-General’s lecture.  I said that will be following Catherine Bertini, but that will in fact be at 11:15 a.m., so it will be before the noon briefing tomorrow.

           And as it is a background briefing, UNTV will not be airing it, and delegations are invited to watch this briefing in Studio 4, located in the first basement.

           **World Chronicle Television Programme

           And finally, World Chronicle programme 916 will feature Jacques Diouf.  He is Director-General of the Food and Agriculture Organization, and you can see that today on in-house channel 3 or 31 at 3:30 p.m.

           That’s it for me.  No questions?  Then we’ll go right to Michéle.

           Spokeswoman for General Assembly President

           Thank you Fred, and good afternoon.

           The President of the General Assembly is presently in Washington, where he is addressing a meeting of

     experts on democratic governance hosted by the Organization of American States.  President Hunte will be speaking to the OAS Permanent Council on issues on the global agenda that are of particular interest to both the UN and the OAS.

           He will be back at the UN tonight to meet with Abdou Diouf, Secretary-General of the International

     Organization of La Francophonie.

           The General Assembly is not scheduled to meet in plenary until 24 November.  The plenary scheduled for the 20th to take action on Sixth Committee reports, that is cloning –- it is part of it, has now been postponed to the 8th of  December.  There is no date set yet for the eventual report of the Credentials Committee.  I had a number of questions on that.

           The General Committee, however, is meeting tomorrow for an informal briefing to hear Ms. Louise Fréchette,  Deputy Secretary-General, on United Nations staff security.  It is an open meeting in the Trusteeship Council  Chamber.  The General Assembly will then hold a closed meeting to pursue the open-ended informal consultations of  the plenary on the revitalization of the work of the General Assembly.  It will be chaired by the President of the General Assembly, Julian Hunte.  The second informal note and elements for consideration for a working text on revitalization  of the General Assembly by the President of the General Assembly were faxed to all missions on Friday, 14 November  2003.  It is presently on the President’s Web site and you can look at it.

           Only one committee, the Third, is taking action today on different resolutions on human rights questions,

     including alternative approaches for improving the effective enjoyment of human rights and fundamental freedoms.  There are 13 resolutions to be introduced or voted on, also, one resolution on elimination of racism and racial discrimination.

           This is all I have for you.  Thank you.

           Spokesman for the Secretary-General:  Thank you.  Any questions for Michéle?  Stéphane is here.  Okay,

     this is a further update on the Council’s activities.  Apparently, they are also about to vote on a draft presidential statement on the Democratic Republic of the Congo after the vote on the Middle East.

           Thank you very much.

                                                 * *** *




UNEP and the Executive Director in the News





� HYPERLINK  \l "Ban" ��Montreal Gazette - Canada blocks UN asbestos ban�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Asbestos" ��Associated Press - Asbestos producers block plan to allow ban on imports�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Pesticide" ��EurActiv -  EU and developing countries oppose US requests on increased use of ozone harming pesticide�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Brown Cloud" ��The Hindu - India to study 'Asian brown cloud'� 


� HYPERLINK  \l "Water" ��India News - "Water" begins to flow at "Vatavaran - 2003"�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Chemicals" ��The Irish Times - Cleaning up the chemicals� 


� HYPERLINK  \l "Conference" ��(PANA) - Major conference on Africa's water resources to be held in December�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Violations" ��The Washington Times - U.N.'s human-rights violations�


* UNEP mentioned in article in La Stampa - re Sport and environment meeting, 2-3 December 
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