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 Water forum considers status of water access as basic human right

By ERIC JOHNSTON, Staff writer

      KYOTO - Is access to water a basic human right? This is one of the fundamental questions government

      delegates to the World Water Forum are grappling with as they prepare for a ministerial conference this

      weekend.

      But with war looming in Iraq, only about two-thirds of the registered 170 countries and 40 international
      organizations were on hand Wednesday morning for the start of a two-day meeting of high-level bureaucrats  to prepare for the weekend sessions. The officials are discussing the draft text of a declaration that will be  presented to ministers for final approval. 

      The current declaration draft touches on five areas regarding water. It urges:

      National governments to take the lead in advancing water issues with support from international

      organizations.

      Local communities to do more in promoting water policies.
      More people, including NGOs and women, to participate in the decision-making process.

      Better monitoring and governance of institutions involved in water issues.

      Increased public- and private-sector financial support for the water sector.

      The draft, however, does not include a clause stating that water is a human right.

      Many nongovernmental organizations, and reportedly some government ministers, are seeking to incorporate  this concept in accordance with a general comment issued in November by the United Nations Committee on  Economic, Cultural and Social Rights:

      That access to water for personal and domestic use is a human right fundamental to life and health.

      The issue is controversial because of the moral and practical ramifications it poses. "I don't think anybody

      has a problem with defining water as a fundamental necessity," said Tim Cullen, a former World Bank official who is now a consultant to the Asian Development Bank. "But when you get into the issue of water as a  right, you place a burden upon governments that they may not be able to bear."

      NGOs argue that the inclusion of such language will help create a moral mandate for governments to provide water and sanitation to all, regardless of potential profits or losses.

      "We went through this battle over whether or not to include water as a human right (in official

      documentation) three years ago at the previous World Water Forum in The Hague, and lost," Canadian NGO  activist Maude Barlow said. "This forum is a corporate lobby, and it doesn't want water as a human right

      included (in the final declaration) because it would take away water as a tradable commodity."

      Rivers as flash points KYOTO (Kyodo)

      Around 150 river basins could become flash points for future disputes, the U.N. Environment Program said

      Wednesday. , based on results of a study on international water treaties it released the same day.

      International water treaties and agreements must be signed to prevent possible disputes, said Aaron Wolf,

      associate professor of geography at Oregon State University.

      Wolf was speaking at the World Water Forum being held here.

      According to the "Atlas of International Freshwater Agreements" report, "158 of the world's 263 international  basins lack any type of cooperative management framework."

      The report - launched by UNEP, the U.N. Food and Agricultural Organization and Oregon State University - states that the history of international water treaties dates as far back as 2500 B.C., when the two Sumerian city-states of Lagash and Umma crafted an agreement ending a water dispute along the Tigris  River.
______________________________________________________________________________________

The Guardian

Cold water poured on idea of business helping thirsty world 

Jonathan Watts in Kyoto

Friday March 21, 2003

International financiers unveiled a multibillion pound plan yesterday to prevent the world suffering a water crisis that they warn could be far more catastrophic than the war in Iraq. 

The plan, which aims to raise world spending on water from $80bn (£50bn) to $180bn (£115bn) a year, aims to achieve the UN target of halving the number of  people in the world without access to drinking water and sanitation by 2015. 

Environmentalists and anti-poverty campaigners, however, criticised the plan as a Trojan Horse, designed to allow the private sector to profit from vast construction  projects. 

The scheme will be formally launched today in Kyoto at the World Water Forum, the biggest environmental conference since the Johannesburg summit last year. 

The French president, Jacques Chirac, has said water will also top the agenda at this year's G8 summit in Evian. 

Michel Camdessus, the former managing director of the International Monetary Fund, who oversaw the drafting of the report, said: "The war on the lack of water is more important than the war in Iraq." 

"It will keep going and going, and soon reach dramatic proportions." 

The plan calls for a "global control tower" to oversee a huge growth in investment in water-related projects. It suggests the construction of more dams, the introduction of loans from international financial institutions to municipal governments, and greater protection for investors and multinational utility companies from currency risks. 

Critics said it focused too much on large-scale funding and not enough on small-scale efficiency gains that could reap rewards through community initiatives such as rainwater harvesting. 

"The Camdessus report is too much about big bucks," said Richard Jolly, of the Water Supply and Sanitation Collaborative Council, a UN-mandated organisation which promotes provision of water to the world's poor. 

"It fails to emphasise the need for a change in priorities in the water and sanitation sector. We can't just double the amounts [invested], we must restructure," he said. 

Anti-poverty activists said the forum, which is largely sponsored by construction and drug companies, was being used by the private sector. 

"These guys have set themselves up as the global high command of water," said Maude Barlow, the co-founder of the Blue Planet Project, a Canadian campaigning group. 

"The Camdessus report is dreadful. It just promotes further public risk and insulates private companies, who admit they are not in the business to help the poor." 

_________________________________________________________________________________________

Daily Star (Bangladesh)

21 March 2003
Critical (or millennium) water crisis will spawn disease, malnutrition and poverty
Md. Asadullah Khan


Water is the most precious fluid in our lives. It is the substance from which all life on earth has sprung and continues to depend. If we run short of oil or other fossil fuel that we consider essential to our life and comfort we can use alternative energy sources but if we run short of pure drinking water, we are doomed. 

With industrial growth sky-rocketing, regional dispute over water resources is increasing, and people and ecosystems alike are facing urgent and immense challenges, business as usual is not a viable option. There is widespread concern about the government's or community's ability to provide the most basic of provisions to the societies. There were startling reminders from the UN sponsored World Water Forum that despite more than $3 trillion in development effort over the past five decades, nearly a billion people in 50 countries lack access to safe water, more than 5 million people die each year from water-related diseases and some 2.4 billion 40 percent of the world's population -- lack adequate sanitation. More disquieting, the United Nations predict that two out of three people will be living with water shortages by 2025. Despite being affluent and developed, the situation in the European front is not at all comforting. Twenty percent of all European surface water is seriously threatened with pollution. The lack of attention to water issues seems puzzling and may be termed as the most critical failure of 20th century and a major challenge to the 21st, contends Peter Gleick, director of California-based Pacific Institute for studies in Development, Environment and Security. He further adds, "There are many tools for doing so, and the economic costs are not high compared to the costs of failing to meet those needs". 

Scientists, water professionals and environmentalists have been raising warning signals for decades that a water crisis is looming but surprisingly, their clarion call fell on deaf ears. Unquestionably, the crisis is partly due to natural cycles of extreme weather and the expansion and contraction of arid regions. But admittedly, human beings are more responsible in creating water scarcity and "water stress". Like so many of the earth's bounty, water is unevenly distributed. On a planet that is 71 per cent water, less than 3 per cent of it is fresh. And less, than 1 per cent that water-- 0.01 per cent of all the earth's water is considered available for human needs. While people in some parts of the world pile up sandbags to control the seasonal floods or struggle to dry out after severe storms or rainfall, others either shrivel and die of water shortage or move on as environmental refugees. 

The UN Food and Agriculture Organisation estimates that 792 million people in 98 developing nations are still not getting sufficient food to lead normal healthy lives. Even in the industrialised world and post-Soviet countries in transition, 34 million people remain malnourished. In many sub-Saharan countries, according to a report by the World Water Council, the average per capita water-use rates are 10 to 20 litres a day, which it calls "undesirably low". By contrast per capita residential use in Europe runs as high as about 200 litres. This is not surprising in view of the fact that European Commission made water protection and sustainable management one of the priorities of its environmental and research goals. In contrast, Bangladesh situation especially the situation in big cities like Dhaka, Narayanganj, Chittagong, Khulna and Rajshahi in respect of water hazard and contamination is appalling. Factories in these big cities and also the city dwellers happily discharge harmful chemicals and toxic wastes into the river Burignaga and Shitalakhya in Dhaka and Narayanganj, Karnaphuli in Chittagong and Rupsha in Khulna while the growing need for food induces farmers to use agrochemicals, insecticides and pesticides that not only pollute the river water but wreak havoc on the eco-system. Mentionably, ground water is the main source of supply through Deep Tube Well (DTW) either in the cities or for irrigation in rural Bangladesh. But the yearly recharge of the aquifer is less than the abstraction. Growing dependence on ground water for these needs is lowering the water table, making arsenic contamination the most pervasive health hazard the country has been experiencing. 

Rivers in developed countries because of increased awareness and education of the citizenry have become much cleaner over the last two decades. On the other hand rivers in the poorest developing countries, by contrast have shown marked falls in levels of dissolved oxygen-- a key indicator of increased pollution by sewage. An estimated 90 per cent of sewage in developing countries is discharged into rivers, lakes and seas without any treatment. To make things worse, supplies of fresh water that might dilute the sewage are dwindling in many areas because of drought, deforestation and topsoil loss that conserve water in the ground. 

Speaking generally, Asia's rivers, which are among the most polluted in the world, contain ten times as many bacteria from human waste as waterways in rich countries. They contain far more lead and chromium, much of it from industrial effluents. In China, farm chemicals washing into the sea are being blamed for massive blooms of algae. But the biggest cause of water pollution in developing countries is sewage and its most damaging effect is on human health. In the capital city Dhaka and Narayanganj the Buriganga and Shitalakhya which were once the main arteries of communication and vital source of drinking water supply have now been reduced to narrow canal of polluted water. This has come to such a sorry pass because of the encroachment of these rivers by a group of influential people. In a bid to reclaim land from the river they indiscriminately dump waste and garbage as land-fill. Slums and shanties line the river on both sides. In consequence, the water which till 1980 could be used for human consumption is now unfit for any type of human usage because the water has become contaminated with huge amount of waste from sewage system as well as chromium and mercury-rich leftovers from tanneries, textile and dyeing units. 

According to the World Health Organisation, each year some 900 million people suffer from diarrhea or dysentery or diseases spread by contaminated water such as typhoid and cholera and other intestinal diseases. 

Noticeably, there have been improvements in recent years but most of it in the developed countries and partly in the developing countries. Since 1980 some two billion people in the developing countries have gained access to better water supplies and another 400 m have got better sanitation. But these gains have in large part been offset by population growth. One billion people still do not have an "adequate supply of water, and 2 billion do not have access to adequate sanitation facilities. In order to improve the situation for people in the developing countries and to keep pace with the population growth, developing countries will need to invest huge amount of money, exceeding the current targeted investment of $ 25-30 billion a year. Most encouragingly, even the poorest people either in Bangladesh or any developing country appear to be willing to pay for clean, piped water and for the provision of basic sewerage. In many countries like Bangladesh where water was considered as an infinite free gift of nature, it has become a critical natural resource because even when the supplies are sufficient or plentiful, they are increasingly at risk from pollution and rising demand. Communities or families or even slum dwellers with no piped water connection now pay almost 12 times as much as piped supplies. Shockingly, a big chunk of their hard earned income is lost in such avoidable expenses. 

With few exceptions, the consumers world over are charged less for their water than it costs to provide. A survey by World Bank showed that the average price charged for water covered only one third of the cost of providing it. But artificially low water prices cause problems in developing countries. Where water is piped, consumers pay little attention to conserve it, even though in many big cities, the cost of supplying it is increasing steadily as nearby sources dry up or become contaminated. Reports have it that Sanghai has had to spend $ 300 million moving its intake of water further away from the city because nearby river waters had become too polluted. Ironically, forced to rely on government handouts to recoup the cost of their investment, water utilities often pay more attention to what the politicians want than what the consumers need. Often this leads them to invest in hugely expensive treatment plants for sewage when cheaper options would do. Pumping raw sewage far out into the deep sea, for example, experts say, is often enough to avoid the worst effects. 

In such a critical juncture, where the governments fail to meet the basic needs of people alternatives must be chosen. Privatisation can help as it has been the case in Brazil, Argentina and the Philippines and Turkey. In the Philippines, the city of Manila, awarded contracts to run the city's water and sewerage services to two private consortia. The local government in Izmit in north western Turkey asked Thames Water, London's water utility to head $865m local project to build a dam and water-treatment plant. 

The involvement of private companies might augur well for the country, as it is likely to bring dramatic improvements in efficiency and services. It can provide the capital needed to connect millions of new customers. For example in 1992, a consortium led by a French firm, Lyonnaise des Eaux, won a 30 year contract to run water and sewerage services in Buenos Aires and by 1995 it had cut the labour force from 7500 to under 4000 and renovated thousands of kilometres of pipes. But all these projects of private investment could only bear fruit if an investment-friendly climate prevails and the government agrees to raise water charges. But with the change of local government and as the next incumbent often fight shy away of problems, the situation never improves. Many firms are prone to thinking that it is less risky to go for managing existing systems rather than go for new investments. "Water and sewerage is a low return, high risk business", says John Briscoe, a water expert at the World Bank. So the playing field in water business by foreign investors is still very limited. Of the 150 billion of private infrastructure investment made in developing countries between 1990 and 1995, a third went into electricity sector and less than a tenth into the water and waste sector. Such statistics seem to point out that 'government and political leaders in our region must act meaningfully and expeditiously on water management issues. The adage "everyone lives downstream is no doubt a catchy slogan but disappointingly few in this region do much about the state of the stream itself in poor countries. Current world investment in water related development projects is $8 billion per year or a shortfall of $17 billion-- an amount roughly equal to annual pet food purchases in Europe and the United States, says Klaus Toefper, head of UN's environment programme. Ominous though it may sound as hydrologists say that the world's water supply is finite-- less than a million cubic kilometres, that according to the United Nations is not sufficient for today's global population which is growing at the unsustainable rate of 100 million people annually. Let not Toepfer's ominous warning that we're headed for a period of water wars come true in a world of globalisation. That would definitely be a terrifying prospect.

_________________________________________________________________________________________

BBC

Real conflicts' over world's water 

     By Ben Sutherland 

     BBC News Online in Kyoto 

     Former USSR president Mikhail Gorbachev has told the third World Water  Forum in Kyoto that a failure to reverse the global water crisis could lead to  "real conflicts" in the future. 

     Mr Gorbachev, who is now president of the International Green Cross, said that there were likely to be severe problems as the demands on water increased  together with the planet's population. 

     It is estimated that by 2025, two thirds of the world's people will be living in areas of acute water stress. 

     "If current trends continue we could be faced with a very grave situation," Mr Gorbachev warned. 

     It is feared conflicts could arise in areas where rivers and river basins cross state borders. 

     If a country near a river's source begins using more water, this lowers the amount that reaches countries further downstream. 

     For example, there is currently concern about what effect a proposed scheme in India to divert the Ganges to currently dry areas might have on the water  supply downstream in Bangladesh. 

     Basin approach 

     Mr Gorbachev said all countries in river basins would have to co-operate to prevent tensions. 

     "Water management can only be effective based on the basin approach," he  said. 

     "All countries, the entire basin has to be considered together. Otherwise, the  dominant countries could control (the water)." 

     And he stressed that there must be an improvement on the current situation. 

     "A great majority of countries have not reaffirmed their commitment to  co-operate on water resources. We are facing some real conflicts." 

     'Potential flashpoints' 

     Many multi-governmental committees in river basins already exist, but countries are often reluctant to share information. 

     This has often been the case in South East Asia with China and the Mekong  basin, for example. 

     China only attends meetings of the Mekong basin countries as an observer,  and even that development has occurred only recently. 

     Mr Gorbachev said legal powers must be made tougher to forestall any  potential flashpoints. 

     "International law should become a more effective instrument," he stated. "Any  infringement of water resources is inadmissible." 

________________________________________________________________________________________

Chicago Sun Times

Researchers find potential way to cut mercury emissions 

March 19, 2003 

BY SANDRA GUY SUN-TIMES COLUMNIST 



Nasrin Rasaee Khalili's research breakthrough--potentially eliminating mercury from power-plant emissions--couldn't come at a more opportune time. 

Delegates at a United Nations environmental conference in Nairobi, Kenya, recently endorsed a global clampdown on mercury-caused pollution. Separately, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency is working on a report reportedly warning that mercury emissions from coal-fired power plants and other industrial sources present an increasing health danger to children. Mercury is discharged as particulate matter in smokestack emissions. 

Studies have shown that exposure to mercury, a highly toxic heavy metal, may be linked to Alzheimer's disease and autism. 

"As research into health issues grows, our awareness of what mercury can do in excessive amounts in the environment is also growing," said Khalili, a 47-year-old associate professor of environmental management at the Illinois Institute of Technology and mother of two sons. 

The UN report found that mercury circulates among the air, soil and water at a much greater rate than was previously believed. European UN delegates want a global standard for reducing mercury emissions, but the United States thinks that would take too long and cost too much. The UN will take up ths issue again in 2005. The Bush administration has proposed legislation that would require U.S. industries to cut mercury emissions by 50 percent by 2010, and by 70 percent by 2018. 

While utilities use carbon as one way to reduce mercury in their emissions, carbon's absorption capacity is inefficient, and carbon particulates are carried away with the emissions, said Khalili, a native of Iran who came to the United States 19 years ago. 

Her answer? Gold. 

She, along with colleague Victor Perez-Luna, an IIT professor of chemical engineering, and a team of researchers at IIT's Stuart Graduate School of Business' environmental management group, have found a way to modify carbon's structure so that it can be coated with a thin layer of gold. 

The research results are highlighted in an article in the latest issue of IIT magazine. 

The research team has applied for a patent on the process, which involves modifying the surface of carbon pores so they can be plated with gold. The gold acts as a filter and, as a bonus, the filter can be recycled and the trapped mercury reused for industrial purposes. 

Khalili remembers the joy she experienced when the lab tests showed the process removed large amounts of mercury from test emissions. 

"I said, 'Oh, this is fun,'" she recalled. 

If the process, which Khalili refers to as a catalyst, proves commercially viable, Khalili said the cost savings could be significant because the process uses less than one-third of the carbon, by weight, of today's mercury-removal methods. The gold is plated in a very thin layer, so its cost, too, would be minimal. 

Tests are now under way at the Gas Technology Institute in Des Plaines under the auspices of Satya N. Varadhi, the institute's manager of geo-environmental engineering, to examine how the process works under real-world conditions. 

The ultimate test will be the catalyst's cost-effectiveness. 

"We are hoping to use this catalyst at the last stage of the emissions-reduction process so it doesn't become part of the waste stream," Khalili said, referring to her ideology as a "green" approach. 

"We are hoping for 100 percent mercury removal." 

2 join 2.0: Business 2.0 magazine added two business journalists to its roster of monthly columnists--John Heilemann, author of Pride Before the Fall: The Trials of Bill Gates and the End of the Microsoft Era, and John Battelle, the former CEO of The Industry Standard and co-founder of Wired magazine. 

Heilemann's column, Face Time, debuts in the April issue and will focus on how leaders in media, communications and technology deal with a dramatically changing market. 

Battelle's column, The Message, starts in the May issue and focuses on the intersection of media, technology and marketing.
________________________________________________________________________________________

The Press (Christchurch) 

March 20, 2003, Thursday 

UN genetic engineering role for researchers 

    BYLINE:  ROSS Tara 

Three Canterbury University researchers have been selected to teach Third World countries how to deal

      with safety issues around GE organisms. 

      The United Nations Environmental Programme (UNEP) has enlisted Associate Professor Jack Heinemann,

      Dr Joanna Goven, and Dr Hamish Cochrane to help trial a new international biosafety course in Norway, in

      August. If successful, it will be expanded and become part of the UNEP's regular programme and, by 2005,

      will alternate between Canterbury and the Norwegian Institute of Gene Ecology, which will host the first

      course. It is a coup for Canterbury University's New Zealand Institute of Gene Ecology, from which all three  researchers hail. 

      Professor Heinemann said the course, which was called for by the Third World Network, was driven by an

      urgent need for industry- independent training for Third World government regulators. 

      Their countries were getting applications from companies to field-test GE crops, for instance, but did not yet  have the expertise to deal with them. 

      Professor Heinemann and Dr Goven have just returned from Malaysia where they saw an application process  far less rigorous than the process here. 

      Sixty participants will attend the first course -- 40 of whom, from Third World countries, will be fully funded on scholarships. 

      Dr Heinemann hoped the courses would be expanded to include indigenous people from First World countries,  such as Maori.

________________________________________________________________________________________

New Times Broward-Palm Beach (Florida)

No Hands

      Parents who remember the gruesome shark attack that left a severed human hand bobbing in the water in

      the movie Jaws 3-D can take comfort: The new 3-D IMAX film Ocean Wonderland won't traumatize kids.

      Produced with the collaboration of the United Nations Environment Programme and the World Wildlife

      Fund, the film is part of an effort to preserve coral reef ecosystems around the world -- not scare the willies

      out of you. It captures the turtles, eagle rays, coral and, yes, sharks of Australia's Great Barrier Reef and

      the Bahamas in impressive 3-D detail. But without the body parts. 11 a.m., 1 p.m. and 3 p.m. daily; and 6

      p.m. Saturdays. 1 Hope Boulevard, Galveston. For information, call 1-800-582-4673. $7.95. -- Troy Schulze

________________________________________________________________________________________

Africa News 

March 20, 2003 Thursday 

      Njonjo Hits Out At US Ambassador 

The Kenya Wildlife Service (KWS) Chairman, Mr Charles Njonjo, has hit out at the US government for

      neglecting victims of the Nairobi terrorism attack five years ago. 

      Njonjo in particular took to task the US Ambassador, Mr Johnnie Carson, whom he described him as a

      "heartless" man with no respect for the dead. 

      Njonjo's attack on Carson appeared to have been sparked by the absence of the ambassador during

      yesterday's function to launch a book dedicated to those who lost their lives in the August 7, 1998 attack.

      More than 200 people died and hundreds were maimed when terrorists attacked the US Embassy which was then situated in the city centre. 

      The KWS chairman spoke after he launched the book titled Phaedra after the name of one of the victims,

      Mrs Phaedra Vrontamitis, an employee who perished in the attack. 

      The function took place at the United Nations Environmental Programme (Unep) headquarters in Gigiri. 

      Njonjo said the absence of the ambassador at the function displayed the feelings of his government towards

      the victims of the attack which was directed at the Americans. 

      "This is absurd, even after he had been invited to attend this noble function where we are remembering

      Phaedra, one of their employees who served his Government for 32 years, Carson never turned up," said

      Njonjo. 

      He said Phaedra was an employee of the US government for 32 years and lost her life together with her

      colleagues, friends and more than 200 innocent Kenyans. 

      Earlier, Njonjo told the participants at the launch that reading the book Phaedra brought back poignant and

      painful memories of the attack and his work with the Bomb Blast Disaster Fund. 

      He said there were many sad and difficult decisions that had to be made and further pointed out that many

      issues remain unresolved. 

      Terrorism, he said, must be fought on all fronts by all and sundry to eliminate conditions that breed terror

      and conflict. 

      The book details the early and the later days of Phaedra. She was born in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, in a close

      family and spent the first eight years of her life in Ethiopia. 

      When she was eight years old, her family moved to Kenya where they bought a coffee farm. She later

      worked for several years in the US embassy in Addis before being transferred back to Nairobi. 

      The function ,at Unep, was attended by three children of the deceased, a brother and sister and the author

      of the book, Ms Mellina Fanouris. 

      Many survivors of the bomb blast also attended the function.

________________________________________________________________________________________

ENS

Iraq Fires Southern Oil Wells 

                      WASHINGTON, DC, March 20, 2003 (ENS) - Iraq has set fire to several oil  wells in the southern part of the country General Richard B. Myers, chairman  of the Joint Chiefs of Staff and Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld told  reporters today at a Pentagon briefing, just 12 hours after bombardment of                      Baghdad by U.S. forces began. 

                                      Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General Richard B. Myers  (Photo courtesy U.S. Army)

                                      Secretary Rumsfeld said, "I have seen indication and  reports from people that there may be - that the Iraqi  regime may have set fire to as many as three or four of  the oil wells in the south. And we're in the process of  attempting to get additional information on that."  General Myers confirmed that statement. 

It is a crime for that regime to be destroying the riches  of the Iraqi people," Rumsfeld said. 

  "And the people that are carrying it out from the regime are part of that crime,"   said the general. 

                      The Kuwait News Agency (KUNA) confirmed today that the Iraqi regime has set fire to three southern Iraqi oil wells near the city of Basra following the  start of the U.S. led attack. 

                      Iraqi President Saddam Hussein is the target of the U.S. led attack.  (Two photos courtesy Politics (Thailand) Co., Ltd.)

                      "The Iraqi regime thus decided to follow the scorched earth policy in its conflict with the coalition forces, and  is expected to continue following the same manner as  the coalition forces keep advancing into Iraqi lands,"  KUNA said. 

                      The U.S. led troops are now in contol of part of southern Iraq, including the port of Um Qasr. As they  move towards the southern Iraqi city of Basra, they will confront barriers set up by the Iraqis such as trenches filled with napalm, and others filled with oil, to which fire can be set to block the advance of                     coalition forces, KUNA reports. 

Oil well near the southern port of Um Qasr. (Photo  courtesy Politics (Thailand) Co., Ltd.)

Iraqis set fire to 700 oil wells in the 1991 Gulf  War and spilled ten million barrels of oil into   the Gulf, causing the largest oil slick in the world. 

Neighboring Iran has set up mobile  environmental pollution measuring stations in  western and southern frontier areas, the IRNA  news agency reported today. 

Yousef Hojjat, deputy head of the Department of Environment (DoE) in charge of human habitats, said, "The oil leaking from ships [that] drown in the sea, air pollution arising  from the burning of fuels, oil wells and black rains leading to the pollution of water and soil are among the frequent polluting factors which can be tackled  by DoE. 

Hojjat said that inland air pollution measuring stations are constantly  checking air quality and measuring any pollution that might arise from the  burning of fuel reservoirs and oil wells. 

U.S. soldiers stand in a  bunker in Kuwait, after  hearing a Scud missile siren  this afternoon. (Photo by Pfc.  Joshua Hutcheson courtesy U.S. Army)

Iran has closed its  border with Iraq and has declared its neutrality. Iran's government  spokesman Abdullah  Ramezanzadeh today stressed Iran's neutrality in the war on Iraq, saying Tehran will not extend any assistance to Iraqi opposition members  residing in its territory. 

The Saudi Arabian and Syrian borders are closed. Unconfirmed sources report  numbers of asylum seekers on the borders with Syria, Iran and Jordan. Refugee camps are being prepared in Jordan and Iran. 

Six U.S. warships and a number of U.S. strike-fighter aircraft participated in cruise missile and bomb attacks targeted at Iraqi leader Saddam Hussein and  his inner circle Thursday, in the opening hours of military hostilities to disarm  Iraq, according to a U.S. Central Command statement. 
______________________________________________________________________________________

Washington Post

Impending War Threatens Gulf Environment 

Experts Say Damage to Ecosystem Could Eclipse 1990-1991 Gulf War 

By Eric Pianin

Washington Post Staff Writer

Wednesday, March 19, 2003; 4:25 PM 

Experts warned this week that a war in Iraq will cause "massive and possibly irreversible" environmental damage to the Persian Gulf region and significantly add to the problem of global warming.

As about 250,000 U.S. and British troops prepared to move against President Saddam Hussein's forces, international environmental leaders said the ensuing damage to Iraq's ecosystem and food and water supplies may eclipse the destruction to that region during the 1990-1991 Gulf war.

"I think it will be comprehensive damage and I don't think it will be localized to the area of Iraq, regardless of how precise and surgical our bombing campaign will be," said Ross Mirkarimi, a San Francisco-based environmental analyst who made two trips to Iraq shortly after U.S.-led forces drove the Iraqis from Kuwait. "The pollution will travel in areas that will compound the damage that still remains from the 1991 military campaign."

During the Gulf war, retreating Iraqi forces set fire to more than 600 Kuwaiti oil wells, creating thick, toxic smoke that choked the atmosphere and blocked out the sun. The Iraqis dumped four million barrels of oil into the Persian Gulf, tarring beaches, killing more than 25,000 birds and driving millions more away, according to data compiled by the World Resources Institute and other organizations that monitor the environment. Spills of 60 million barrels of oil in the desert formed huge oil lakes and percolated into underground aquifers.

More than 80 percent of Kuwait's livestock perished during the war, while fisheries were heavily polluted, according to the monitoring groups. The burning oil fields released nearly a half billion tons of carbon dioxide--a staggering amount of greenhouse gas that many scientists say is the leading cause of the Earth's rising temperature.

To date, a dozen nations that were affected by the Gulf war have submitted environmental-damage claims to the United Nations totaling $79 billion. The United Nations has ruled so far on $1.9 billion of those claims, awarding about $1 billion, most of it to Kuwait and Saudi Arabia.

Environmental groups and experts say a new war in Iraq could do even more harm to the region's environment and precious water resources and kill off dozens of endangered species of birds and animals--especially given the sophistication and fierce power of a new generation of U.S. weaponry.

"The first Gulf war was the biggest environmental disaster in recent history," said Gar Smith, former editor of Earth Island Journal and a spokesman for Environmentalists Against War. "Unfortunately, with advances in military technology, a new Gulf war has the potential to be even worse."

Hans Blix, the chief U.N. weapons inspector in Iraq, said in a recent interview with MTV that "to me the question of the environment is more ominous than that of peace and war."

Environmentalists say that state-of-the art U.S. fighter jets, tanks, armor-piercing shells and ground-shattering Massive Ordnance Air-Burst bombs (MOABs) likely will destroy or seriously damage Iraqi water and sewage treatment plants and dams; ruin ancient archeological sites and harm what little remains of the Mesopotamian Marshlands, Iraq's primary source of freshwater in the south that was systematically destroyed by government engineers during the past 30 years.

Iraqi officials have said that if war breaks out, they expect to maintain 10 percent of their water supplies. But aid agencies say taps could run dry within 12 hours of the first air strikes on Baghdad, and they are stockpiling large quantities of drinking water for the capital's residents. 

Environmentalists are particularly concerned about the use of armor-piercing munitions that are tipped with depleted uranium--a heavy metal that can penetrate tanks but also spreads radioactive dust to soil and water. During the 1991 conflict, U.S. forces fired 320 tons of depleted uranium, most of it from cannons mounted on Air Force A-1- Thunderbolt IIs, or Warthogs. Much of that radioactive material was spread across Kuwait, Iraq and Saudi Arabia, often in the form of tiny fragments that some civilians picked up as souvenirs.

Defense Department officials last week said there is little evidence that depleted uranium poses a serious threat to public health or the environment, while stressing the metal's extraordinary capability of penetrating enemy armor. "Nobody goes into a war and wants to be even with the enemy," Army Col. James Naughton of the U.S. Army Materiel Command told reporters.

If oil wells are set ablaze again, they could do far more environmental damage than was inflicted in 1991, experts said. The Kuwaiti oil wells burned for up to nine months, generating soot, sulfur and acid rain that covered croplands up to 1,200 miles away in all directions.

"Over the last few decades, we've come to recognize that war has not only a tragic human cost, but a tragic environmental cost as well," said Carroll Muffett, director of international programs for Defenders of Wildlife. "Fragile habitats are destroyed; wildlife degraded beyond use."

Earlier this week, nearly 200 lawyers, scholars and environmentalists from 51 countries protested the looming war and urged leaders of the United States, Great Britain, Turkey and Iraq to pull back. Their letter highlighted international rules of law for governments that impose a "solemn responsibility to avoid destruction of or serious or widespread damage to the natural environment and cultural heritage of Iraq and the Persian Gulf region."
________________________________________________________________________________________
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Nairobi National Park Threatened by Human-Wildlife Conflict 

                      By Naftali Mungai 

                      NAIROBI, Kenya, March 18, 2003 (ENS) - “People crowd even closer to  animals as a magnificent park turns 50,” said photographer Virginal Morell,  about the Nairobi National Park while visiting Kenya on assignment in 1996. Today, the park appears even more crowded as the growth in human population surrounding the park’s southern frontier increases. 

                      Giraffe's graze in Nairobi National Park within view of   the city. (Photo courtesy Kenya

                      Wildlife Service (KWS))

                      The Nairobi National Park, located only about seven kilometers fromthe city center, is the only protected area in the world with such a variety of animals and birds close to a major city. Situated on the southern side of the  park is Kitengela, an area inhabited by a community that once practiced  pastoralism but has now adapted a sedentary kind of lifestyle, the Maasai. 

                      Elizabeth Leitoro, the community wildlife officer at Nairobi National Park, says  problems leading to human-wildlife conflicts in the area have resulted due to  the changes in land policies. “Gone are the days of communal land ownership," she said. "Land in Kitengela, is now privately owned. 

                      “The problems being experienced did not exist when the Maasai were pastoralists. Then, they harmoniously coexisted with the wildlife. But now Kitengela, from which the park derives its unique stature, has seen the land  tenure system changing over the years, attracting new landowners from other communities who have settled in the area,” says Leitoro. 

                      The park is on its way to becoming an amalgam of the city center which has  rapidly expanded in the last few years, Leitoro warns. “Fencing and cultivating,in the immediate vicinity of the park, amongst other things, have greatly reduced land available for wildlife.” 

                      Individuals are fencing their area to keep off wild animals, and Leitoro  observes, “This has created physical barriers to migratory species. As a  result, zebras and wildebeest that had previously migrated without any  hindrance find it difficult to move back into the park due to the changes   imposed by human settlements.” 

Human-wildlife conflicts arise,  Leitoro says, “when  the migratory species file in to  move back into the                                                            park from their dispersal area, Kitengela, wildebeests destroy these fences and crops in a bid  to secure their historical route used to move back into the park.” 

                      Communities frequently lose livestock killed by predators in search of food, crops are destroyed and there is competition between their Maasai cattle and wild animals. As wildebeest give birth, malignant cattha – a diabolical type of  fever – spreads to the livestock and causes death. 

                      Leitoro says, “In general security for the community is not guaranteed.” 

                      Since 1992, the Nairobi National Park has attempted to facilitate an eco-friendly coexistence between the communities around the park and  helping the people to benefit from the animals’ presence. Under the Conservation of Biodiversity Resource Areas (COBRA) initiative, funded by  the U.S. Agency for International Development, the Kenya Wildlife Service  has constructed classrooms, waterdams, cattle dips, boreholes and homes for teachers in the Kitengela Dispersal Area. 

                      Communities were encouraged to conserve by the service, which provided on-site and practical educational tours to Maasai Mara and Laikipia people.  “Communities around five national parks in the country benefited from this initiative, with Nairobi National Park being one of the beneficiaries,” says Leitoro. 

                      “After the COBRA Initiative, communities said that they wanted to gain  individually,” she says. 

                      Black rhino in Nairobi National Park (Photo courtesy KWS)

                      With limited resources available, the Kenya Wildlife Service took up the  control of problem animals, a  program that minimized  human-wildlife conflicts. 

                      In 1999, Friends of Nairobi National Park was formed, and in the  following year kicked off the Wildlife Consolation and Lease Programme (WCLP). Under this program, landowners are paid to forego any development on their land, thus safeguarding the migratory corridor. 

                      “At first only two individuals agreed to this program. Now 77 landowners  have agreed, and the park has acquired 6,700 acres of land under the lease program for conservation,” says Leitoro happily. 

                      In the year 2000, COBRA was replaced by CORE (Conservation of Resources  Through Enterprise). CORE’s main aim is business oriented, focusing on the  promotion of wildlife related activities in conservation areas. 

                                                          Private property for sale in  the Kitengela region                           overlooking the Nairobi National Park (Photo courtesy  Realtors Africa)

                                                          The CORE program has  encouraged people to start businesses such as                                                  making and selling  curios, establishing  camp sites, and investing in sanctuaries.

                                                          A landowner who lives in Kitengela and spoke on condition of anonymity, explains how he has benefited through CORE. “I have built a  restaurant and bar on my land next to the Mbagathi River, which happens to border Nairobi National Park, and one of the migration routes through the                      Kitengela. Tourists come here to stay and watch the zebras and giraffes.” 

                      “Instead of looking back and talking only about the benefits that have been denied, one should look forward and see the available opportunities,” he counsels. 

                      For some, the only solution left is fencing the southern boundary with  Kitengela to prevent further human-wildlife conflicts. But for this man, fencing  the last corridor, “will affect both the animals and the landowner.” 

                      While some people support fencing the southern boundary, a majority are still of the opinion that this should not happen. To this end, dialogue and debate forums are being organized and encouraged to assess all the pros and cons of both views and accommodate the divergent opinions of each stakeholder to arrive at an agreeable and amicable conclusion. 

_________________________________________________________________________________________

REGIONAL OFFICE FOR AFRICA (ROA) - NEWS UPDATE

21 March 2003

Kenya's river project to feature on Water Day 

Nairobi, Kenya (PANA) - As part of the activities organized by the Nairobi River Basin Project to mark World Water Day slated for 22 March, the local community in Nairobi's sprawling Kibera slums will host an educational and entertainment event at the Nairobi Sailing Club. Themed "Speak Out For Our Rivers," the event will be centred on an educational campaign to teach the youth to conserve water.  The project was initiated by the UN Environment Programme in conjunction with Habitat to review and redress pollution, urban greening and river basin problems as well as to create public awareness on the environment. Formed in 1999, the project has monitored and publicized the threat posed by polluted water to the citizens of Nairobi. "As more and more people move into the informal settlements on Nairobi's riverbanks, the pressure is mounting on the Nairobi River Basin, and there is a need for doubled efforts towards the conservation of water resources and creating a safe environment for all stakeholders," the director of UNEP's division of communications and public information, Eric Falt, said.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng045735&dte=20/03/2003
South African reports the negative effects of dams 

Kyoto, Japan (PANA) - More than 100 people have died in South Africa from floods and diseases after two dams were constructed without the appropriate environmental impact studies and research on their effect on nearby residents, Myriam Kibi, a delegate at the third World Water Forum, told PANA on Thursday. "The first dam was built in 1962 by the Apartheid regime on a stream near Gariep village, and the second in 1997 near Vandar Kloof, not far from Durban. Floods or diseases caused by the two dams have killed at least 100 people," she deplored. According to Kibi, several thousands of residents near the two streams have suffered extensive material damage and lost their income-generating activities. Her testimony before the third World Water Forum caused emotion among delegates, who openly condemned the anarchic construction of dams in all the countries of the world, particularly in Africa.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng045703&dte=20/03/2003
African experts plan to form network on water 

Kyoto, Japan (PANA) - African water specialists are in the process of forming a network that would deal with the continent's rising water problems, Mustapha Bukar, Nigeria's delegate to the Third World Water Forum in Kyoto told PANA. "Expertise on water in Africa was in the past often entrusted to people who knew very little about the realities of our continent. In most cases, this led to serious errors. We therefore want to reverse this trend by creating of an exclusively African network of expertise in this sector," Bukar said. He explained that the network's permanent headquarters will be in Nairobi, Kenya while a West African office will be opened in Abidjan, in Cote d'Ivoire.  "Our approach will be to make them known and thereby reduce by ten the cost of studies conducted in the sector," he said. Besides creating a team of African lawyers, engineers, sociologists and researchers specialized in water issues, the proposed network will form a permanent virtual forum that will enable them to share experiences.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng045655&dte=20/03/2003
Farmers to Pay for Use of River Water

The Nation (Nairobi): Farmers using river water for irrigation will soon start paying for it. Access to river sources will also be restricted and water catchment areas sealed off in wide-ranging conservation measures in the Water Act, enforceable from this week. The new rules, aimed at checking dwindling water levels in major rivers, include heavy fines to river polluters and owners of unlicensed irrigation farms, who will attract a maximum fine of Sh100, 000. Second time offenders will be liable to a minimum of six months in jail, in addition to the Sh100, 000 fine. The Registrar of Water Rights, Mr. John Rao Nyaoro, said yesterday the country was experiencing the lowest river flows in many years, and blamed it on the destruction of water basins. The Water minister had signed the Act, which received presidential assent on October 17, last year, and would be gazetted by Friday. The official spoke at the Central provincial water office in Nyeri Town before inspecting rivers originating from Mount Kenya and the Aberdare ranges.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200303200739.html
Strong Earthquake Rocks South Kivu

UN Integrated Regional Information Networks: A strong earthquake rocked eastern Congo, as well as western Rwanda and Tanzania, the Goma Volcano Observatory in eastern Democratic Republic of the Congo reported. "We can confirm that the quake was definitely located in South Kivu [Province]," it said. It did not state the strength of the quake but reported that it was seeking additional information from the seismic station at

Lwiro, roughly 60 km northwest of Bukavu, South Kivu. On 27 February, scientists at the observatory reported that seismic activity was increasing "very fast" on Mt Nyamuragira,

some 200 km north of Bukavu. The mountain erupted in 2001 without causing casualties. However, nearby Mt Nyiragongo erupted on 17 January 2002, prompting up to 350,000 people to flee Goma.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200303200086.html
_________________________________________________________________________________________
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Topical News Issues
Water conflicts could boil over into violence, say experts 

The Straits Times, March 20, 2003 - KYOTO - While wars are unlikely to erupt over water alone, water scarcity could prompt simmering conflicts to boil over into international and interstate violence, experts at the World Water Forum warned yesterday. 
The explosion of a key pipeline in the southern Philippines by Muslim separatists yesterday is a perfect example of the role water plays in expanding regional conflicts, said Mr Peter Gleick of the US-based non-government Pacific Institute. 
'Water can be a very powerful tool in the escalation of violence,' he said on the margins of the forum, which has gathered about 12,000 participants from 165 countries to discuss the global water and sanitation crisis that affects 2.4 billion people.
A new report launched by the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) and Oregon State University suggested 150 river basins, which millions depend on for drinking water, irrigation and energy, could be flashpoints for future conflicts. 
http://www.straitstimes.asia1.com.sg/asia/story/0,4386,178076,00.html? 

Wanted:  Young individuals with eco-innovative ideas
The Philippine Star, Thursday, March 20, 2003 - Bayer Phils. is calling all Filipino youths nationwide, 17 to 23 years old, who have an interesting innovative idea or concept, to join the search for the country’s representatives to the Eco-Innovative 03, a youth forum that will be held at the University of New South Wales in Sydney, Australia on July 13-18. 
Created by a partnership among Bayer, the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) and the University of New South Wales (UNSW), Eco-Innovate 03 is an invitation for young people across the Asia-Pacific region to take up what the United Nations describes as the biggest challenge of the new century – to take an abstract idea, "sustainable development," and turn it into a daily reality for the world’s people. 
http://www.philstar.com/philstar/search_content.asp?article=116765
CNN World Report program

THAILAND RIVER OF KINGS,  producer UNITED NATIONS  UNTV 

Screened Friday, March 14th, 2003 at times and regions below:

4:30am ET (0930 GMT)    Africa, Europe, Middle East, South Asia, Latin/North America 
8:30am ET (1330 GMT) Asia Pacific, South Asia, Latin/North America 

transcript follows:

Length: 2’40”

THAI BARGE LEADS IN EMVIRONMENTAL EDUCATION ON THE “RIVER OF KINGS”
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General environment news

FT, page 5, 20 March: “The environment can be weapon of war”

The environment is always a casualty of war. But in the conflict in Iraq, it could also become a weapon of destruction.

In the 1991 Gulf war Iraq released more than 6m barrels of crude oil into the Gulf and set some 600 oil wells ablaze. In doing so, Saddam Hussein polluted water supplies, contaminated the soil and covered the region with thick, choking clouds of black smoke.

If he tried it again, it would be particularly severe in the north of the country, where the oil contains a high concentration of hydrogen sulphide, posing an environmental and health hazard….

http://search.ft.com/search/article.html?id=030320001268&query=The+environment+can+be+weapon+of+war&vsc_appId=totalSearch&state=Form
_________________________________________________________________________________________

ROWA MEDIA UPDATE

UAE
Report details ERWDA activities, projects 

The UAE's wildlife conservation body has detailed the bird population on some  islands and the collaboration with other states on the movement of wildlife species.

In its recent report the Environmental Research and Wildlife Development Agency (ERWDA), discussed the Islands Bird Project. 

It also detailed the agency's studies on the demography, breeding and threats to wildlife species, and its progress in the Houbara captive breeding programme. 

The Abu Dhabi Falcon Hospital's achievements were also highlighted. It reviewed a detailed report about activities and projects carried out by the agency last year

The board also reviewed the coordination with other authorities to help implement the Abu Dhabi Environmental Strategy. The strategy was developed by the agency in December 1999 to identify and address its environmental needs over the next five years (2003 to 2007) and has progressed noticeably during the year.

http://www.gulf-news.com/Articles/news.asp?ArticleID=81327
Oman
The Omani’s Women Societies and the Environment Year

The Voluntary Women Work Committee organized an honoring ceremony for the Omani’s Women Societies participated in the activities of the Environmental Year 2002. In the speech of the head of the committee, she mentioned that the Sultanate of Oman is one of the most concerned countries about issuing environmental laws and legislations to protect the environment, and the first decree  was on 1974 regarding marine pollution. 

http://www.alwatan.com/
Saudi Arabia
A Warn from an Environmental Catastrophe 

H.H. Prince Turky Bin Nasser, of the Presidency of Metrology and Environment created a new emergency department as a response to the current situation in the region to avoid any environmental disasters. Part of these plans is the National plan to protect the marine environment from pollution. Moreover, they are well prepared to receive any call regarding any environmental news in the kingdom through their 24 hours emergency department.      

http://www.alwatan.com.sa/daily/2003-03-20/local/local04.htm
http://www.alyaum.com/issue/page1.php?fldPageID=1&PHPSESSID=7ba184be87edf23bb5949e7263eb8ff9
http://www.al-jazirah.com/
Everyday the Locust Gorged 80 tons of Agriculture Crops 
The Ministry of Agriculture and Water in Jeddah Municipality held a training course  on the desert grasshopper in coordination with Food and Agriculture Organization of UN.

http://www.alriyadh.com.sa/Contents/20-03-2003/Mainpage/LOCAL1_6392.php
Qatar
The Ministry of Energy Opened the Environment Day in Dukhan

Under the patronage of H.E. Mr. Abdullah Bin Hamad Al-Attya, the Minister of Energy and Industry , Qatar Petroleum is going to  celebrate on Friday the Environment Day. The logo consists of pictures of Dolphin, Palm tree, Sea Waves, and the colures: Blue, Yellow and Green that  symbolize the bioenvironmente in Dukhan – Qatar.

http://www.al-sharq.com/xml/topics/article.xml?cu_no=1&item_no=58552&version=1&template_id=92&parent_id=4
_________________________________________________________________________________________

Prepared by News Services Section





DH/3854
http://www.un.org/News/





20 March 2003



T H U R S D A Y    H I G H L I G H T S
Iraq

*
Annan pledges UN help and support to Iraqi people

*
UN officials urge protection for refugees, children, respect for human rights

*
Security Council to discuss adjustments to UN Oil-for-Food programme

*
UN humanitarian agencies’ local staff keep on working

*
Airlines resort to UN recommended routes to circumvent Persian Gulf area

Other news

*
Security Council seeks boost in UN mission to monitor situation in DR of Congo

*
Afghanistan: UN envoy says unity and security needed in coming year

*
Security Council strongly condemns military coup in Central African Republic

*
Côte d’Ivoire: UN official voices sorrow at killing of aid workers 

*
Annan recommends 2-month extension for UN mission in Western Sahara

*
UN publication to help countries ensure quality of medicines

*
Economic and Social Council prepares for development meeting

* * * *

Iraq: Secretary-General

20 March – Secretary-General Kofi Annan said today the United Nations will do whatever it can to bring assistance and support to the Iraqi people and called on all parties in the conflict to scrupulously observe the requirements of international humanitarian law.

In a videotaped message, the Secretary-General said he regretted that, despite the best efforts of the international community and the UN, war has come to Iraq for the third time in a quarter of a century. He also stressed that the peoples of the world had made clear that they wanted their leaders to solve their problems within the UN framework.

“Perhaps if we had persevered a little longer, Iraq could yet have been disarmed peacefully, or – if not – the world could have taken action to solve this problem by a collective decision, endowing it with greater legitimacy, and therefore commanding wider support, than is the case now,” he said.

“But let us not dwell on the divisions of the past. Let us confront the realities of the present, however harsh, and look for ways to forge stronger unity in the future.”

The Secretary-General said his thoughts today were with the Iraqi people, who face yet another ordeal. “I hope that all parties will scrupulously observe the requirements of international humanitarian law, and will do everything in their power to shield the civilian population from the grim consequences of war. The United Nations, for its part, will do whatever it can to bring them assistance and support,” he said.

“Let us hope the future will be much brighter for the Iraqi people than the recent past, and that they will soon have the chance to rebuild their country in peace and freedom, under the rule of law,” he added.

Looking sombre, Mr. Annan concluded: “Over the past weeks, the peoples of the world have shown what great importance they attach to the legitimacy conveyed by the authority of the United Nations.  They have made clear that, in confronting uncertainty and danger, they want to see power harnessed to legitimacy. They want their leaders to come together, in the United Nations, to tackle the problems shared by all humanity.

“I will do my utmost to ensure that the United Nations rises to this challenge.”

* * *

Iraq: humanitarian

20 March – With war looming over Iraq today top United Nations humanitarian officials rallied to appeal for respect for human rights, protection for children – “the most vulnerable population” – and open borders for refugees fleeing the conflict.

“My paramount concerns are for the safety and protection of civilians, the provision of adequate resources to the civilian population, and guaranteed access and security for humanitarian workers,” the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, Sergio Vieira de Mello, said in a statement.

“Fundamental human rights norms must be respected at all times,” he added. “No one shall be arbitrarily deprived of his or her life. No one shall be arbitrarily detained and no one shall be subject to torture. Every person shall be presumed innocent. There must be no attacks on civilians and the sick and wounded must be cared for.”

Warning that Iraqi children are “extremely vulnerable,” with more than one million under the age of five malnourished, the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) urged all parties to abide by their international humanitarian obligations.

“I urge them to do all in their power to protect children’s lives, their health, and their general well-being,” UNICEF Executive Director Carol Bellamy said in a statement.

For his part, UN refugee agency chief Ruud Lubbers urged Iraq’s neighbouring countries to keep their borders open to those in need of temporary protection and assistance.

“Despite all of the UN’s efforts to find a peaceful solution, we are now faced with the sad reality of war in Iraq and more suffering for the Iraqi people,” Mr. Lubbers, UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), said in a press statement. “We must do everything we can to alleviate that suffering, including keeping borders open so that those fearing for their lives can reach safety in neighbouring states.”

UNHCR has recently intensified its efforts to help Iran and Jordan prepare for a possible refugee influx. According to the agency’s chief of mission in Iran, Philippe Lavanchy, the situation at the Iran-Iraq border crossings was calm on Thursday morning, with no reports of Iraqi refugee movements into Iran following the start of strikes on Iraq.

“Our preparations for a possible influx of refugees has been severely hampered by lack of funding by donors, who had been hoping that war in Iraq could be avoided, but now it is upon us, we have to move very quickly,” Mr. Lavanchy said.

Meanwhile, the Director-General of the World Health Organization (WHO), Dr. Gro Harlem Brundtland, made an appeal on behalf of the most vulnerable people in Iraq – the elderly, women, children, and disabled, warning that the most basic human rights to clean water or to basic health care could not be met, given the devastation of Iraq’s infrastructure.

“We must do everything we can to mitigate this humanitarian disaster…to protect Iraq’s most vulnerable citizens and respond with generosity and speed,” she said in a speech delivered in Geneva, parts of which were read out during a UN humanitarian briefing in Amman, Jordan.

WHO said most basic needs included providing treatment and supplies for trauma and injury, preventing the outbreak of communicable diseases, providing fresh drinking water and sanitation, and efforts to minimize discontinuation of treatment for chronic illnesses in Iraq where, for example, 600,000 people suffer from diabetes.

The Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO) said the conflict came at a particularly bad time for both the winter crops, which are scheduled to be harvested in April and on which Iraqis depend for cereals, and spring crops, which are being planted right now and which provide essential vegetables.

 
For its part the UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) pledged to do all it can within the field of its competences in reconstruction work in Iraq. “It is our duty to do all we can to ease the suffering of the Iraqi people, to help protect their heritage and to build their future,” Director-General Koïchiro Matsuura said in a statement in Paris.


Stressing that UNESCO is dedicated to constructing the defences of peace in the minds of men through education, science, culture and communication, Mr. Matsuura said: “In answer to those who see the present conflict as an expression of the clash of civilizations and religions, we must do all we can to nurture intercultural dialogue and the values of tolerance and mutual respect.”

* * *

Iraq: Oil-for-Food

20 March – Concerned about the humanitarian situation in Iraq, the Security Council is scheduled to discuss a letter from Secretary-General Kofi Annan suggesting possible adjustments to the “oil-for-food” programme, the President of the 15-nation body said today.

Ambassador Mamady Traoré of Guinea told reporters that he received the Secretary-General’s letter late yesterday, and that the Council will hold consultations Friday morning to discuss it. Mr. Annan is expected to be present for the meeting, he added.

The Secretary-General had told the Council in a statement Wednesday that the proposals would be aimed at enabling the United Nations to continue providing humanitarian assistance to the people of Iraq during and after hostilities.

On Monday, Mr. Annan ordered the withdrawal of all UN personnel from Iraq, leading to the suspension of the Oil-for-Food programme – which allows Baghdad to use a portion of its petroleum sales to buy relief supplies – because there would no inspectors to monitor the selling of oil and the distribution of food required by the programme.

Asked if the Council was holding discussions about the war itself, the President said, “The most urgent question is the humanitarian situation.” He noted that the Council did discuss the situation yesterday morning, knowing that it was possible there would be a war later on. “And effectively that is what happened,” he added. “But what concerns us now is the urgent humanitarian situation.”

* * *

Iraq: humanitarian

20 March – Despite having withdrawn their international staff from Iraq, United Nations humanitarian agencies continued working inside the country today with local personnel. 

In the first of daily briefings in Amman, Jordan, on the humanitarian situation, the World Health Organization (WHO) said more than 328 staff were continuing to work and prepare for the potential impact of conflict, using supplies propositioned in Iraq. The World Food Programme (WFP) said 800 national staff would continue to work as far as security conditions permit and food supplies last.

WFP spokesman Khaled Mansour said the agency believed most people have enough food to sustain them for up to six weeks in the south and centre of Iraq, where the government is in charge of the UN oil-for-food programme, under which Baghdad is allowed to use a portion of oil revenues to purchase food and humanitarian supplies. Outside Iraq, WFP has already secured enough supplies in neighbouring countries for two million people for one month, he added.

The WFP will also launch a phased series of humanitarian operations to ensure that the Iraqi people continue to receive their basic food needs, he said. As now envisioned, the operation could cost over $1 billion and aims to guarantee that the monthly food distribution system, the lifeline for the majority of the people in Iraq, continues to function.

“In a few weeks we may be called upon to sustain the operation of the monthly food rationing system in Iraq, possibly assisting the whole Iraqi population, up to 27 million people,” Mr. Mansour said.

WHO spokeswoman Fadela Chaib said the agency had been working for months to prepare for the potential impact of conflict. Fifteen emergency health kits are already in place in Iraq, each containing supplies for the basic health care of 10,000 people for three months. In surrounding countries, kits to cover around 150,000 refugees for three months are in place and supplies for another 750,000 people are reported to be in the pipeline or available to be called on within a few days for use in Iraq.

The UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) said it had so far received no reports of refugees moving out of Iraq, although it has contingency plans based on an initial preparedness figure for 600,000. Spokesman Peter Kessler said UNHCR had made preparations with Iraq’s neighbours – Syria, Jordan, Iran and Turkey – to deal with the expected flow.

To help Iran cope, UNHCR announced it is releasing $1 million to prepare four campsites, each with a capacity for 15,000 refugees for a possible initial influx of 60,000 people. To the west, in Jordan, UNHCR is working with the Jordanian Hashemite Charity Organization (JHCO) to prepare Ruwaished refugee camp, 60 kilometres west of the border, for up to 5,000 Iraqi refugees within one week, and later for up to 10,000 people, enlarging it further as needed.

In Syria, El Hol camp, about 100 kilometres from the border, has an initial capacity for 4,000 to 5,000 people and will soon be ready to shelter up to 10,000 once on-going sanitation works is completed. UNHCR has four mobile teams in Turkey.

* * *

ICAO


20 March – With military activity underway in Iraq, commercial airlines are circumventing the Persian Gulf area by resorting to routes recommended by the United Nations civil aviation agency.

The International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO) said yesterday it identified the alternative routes to assist air operators in providing safe flights with minimum disruption to passengers. In coordination with its Contracting States and the International Air Transport Association (IATA), the agency hopes to maintain the flow of traffic on major international routes between Europe and South-East Asia.


These alternate routes circumvent the north and southern Persian Gulf airspace. ICAO will continue to monitor the situation through its headquarters in Montreal as well as regional offices.

* * *

DR of Congo

20 March – With the situation in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) continuing to pose a threat to international peace and security in the region, the Security Council today asked Secretary-General Kofi Annan to boost the number of United Nations military observers and humanitarian staff throughout the country to help monitor developments on the ground.

While commending the Congolese parties on an agreement reached earlier this month to establish a transitional government, the Council reiterated that all groups claiming a role in the future of the DRC must demonstrate their respect for human rights and international humanitarian law, as well as the security and well being of civilians.

In unanimously adopting a new resolution today, the Council stressed that there would be no impunity for human rights abuses carried out in the DRC, and condemned the continuing massacres and other systematic violations of international humanitarian law in the country, particularly sexual violence against women and girls as tools of warfare and the recent atrocities and unrelenting violence perpetrated at the hands of rebel groups and armed militias operating in the Ituri area.

The Council asked the Secretary-General to boost the number of personnel in the human rights component of the UN Organization Mission in the DRC (MONUC) to assist and enhance the capacity of the Congolese parties to investigate all serious violations of international humanitarian law perpetrated in the country since the conflict began in August 1998. The resolution also renews the Council’s earlier demand that all parties to the conflict immediately provide information on steps they have taken towards protecting children and ending recruitment of child soldiers.

Expressing deep concern over the heavy fighting in the town of Bunia, the Council demanded that all parties to the conflict in the Ituri region cease hostilities immediately and sign an unconditional ceasefire. The Council stressed that the parties must cooperate with MONUC to set up the Ituri Pacification Commission immediately, as the necessary steps must be urgently taken to restore public order in Bunia.

In this connection, the 15-nation body requested the Secretary-General to increase MONUC’s presence in the Ituri area– in particular military observers and human rights personnel – as security conditions permit, to monitor developments on the ground, including the use of airfields in the area.

The Council also demanded that all governments in the Great Lakes region immediately cease military and financial support to all the parties engaged in armed conflict in the Ituri region, and reiterated that all foreign troops must be withdrawn from Congolese territory. In that connection, it called on Uganda to complete the withdrawal of all its troops without further delay, and expressed concern that Kampala’s commitment to withdraw by 20 March had not been met.

* * *

Afghanistan

20 March – As Afghanistan prepared to mark its new year, the top United Nations official in the country said today that national unity and security would be critical in reconstruction efforts.

“This should be the year when all the people of Afghanistan everywhere feel that their government is the government of all of Afghanistan and that everybody is comfortable living anywhere in the country,” Lakhdar Brahimi, the Special Representative of Secretary-General Kofi Annan, said during a year-end press conference to express his best wishes to the people of Afghanistan on the occasion of Nawruz, which begins tomorrow.

Mr. Brahimi said there were a lot of internally displaced people who are afraid to go back to their villages because of the tensions between the people of Afghanistan. He also noted that the security sector had very serious problems and was a source of dissatisfaction in the country.

“I think that Afghanistan needs national reconciliation and national unity. There is still too much division,” he said. “And the challenge for the Afghans and their friends, including the United Nations, is to create a truly genuinely national army and national police. Work is being done, the beginning is promising.”

Asked what the differences between Nawruz last year and this year, Mr. Brahimi said, “Work has started for the preparation of the constitution [and] we have every confidence that it will be submitted to a Loya Jirga before Ramadan. Work is also starting for the preparations of the elections next year. The Judicial Commission is also working.”

The Special Representative, however, stressed that it was up to the Afghan leadership “to set the programme for the Government of Afghanistan for the coming year. And our role, as the United Nations, as the international community, is to support the programme and the agenda of the Afghan Government. We do not have a separate, different agenda.”

On the role of women in the elections next year, Mr. Brahimi said when the national commission starts working, one of the first things it will do is recruit about 1,800 people to go around the country registering voters, with perhaps half of them women so that they go and register female voters.

Asked about the war in Iraq, Mr. Brahimi said it was a sad day for the United Nations and added, “I think that the overwhelming majority of people all over the world think that this war is not justified and that the so-called disarmament could have been achieved by peaceful means.”

He voiced the worry that war in Iraq may take attention and resources away from Afghanistan, but added that officials from the United States have repeatedly hold him that “no matter what happens in Iraq, they will not lose interest and they will continue to support Afghanistan.”
* * *

Central African Republic

20-March – The United Nations Security Council today forcefully condemned the coup d’état and accompanying violence and pillaging that took place last weekend in the Central African Republic (CAR).

Calling for calm and respect for persons and property in the CAR after the 15 March coup, the President of the Council, Ambassador Mamady Traoré of Guinea, said in a press statement that members had invited the Central African leadership “to begin a genuine, political, all-inclusive dialogue immediately in order to restore legality, national cohesion and civil peace and ensure the early restoration of democracy.”

Ambassador Traoré said Council members also reiterated their full support for the actions of the Secretary-General’s representative, Gen. Lamine Cissé, as head of the UN Peace-building Mission in the CAR (BONUCA).

The members, who had been briefed earlier Thursday on the situation in the CAR by Assistant Secretary-General for Political Affairs Tuliameni Kalomoh, also deplored the losses suffered by the regional force and renewed their support for the efforts of the Central African Economic Community and Monetary Union (CEMAC), and the African Union.

From the CAR capital of Bangui, General Cissé has reported on contacts he has had with a number of key actors, according to a UN spokesman.

During a meeting with the coup leader, Gen. Francois Bozizé, General Cissé said he stressed the need for national reconciliation of all Central Africans, including the former collaborators with President Ange-Félix Patassé.

The UN envoy also recommended that General Bozizé meet representatives of all political parties, including the former ruling party, as well members of civil society. General Bozizé was also asked to ensure the protection of diplomatic missions and international organizations in an effort to restore confidence.

In the aftermath of the coup, looters attacked the homes of a number of UN personnel as well a World Food Programme warehouse.

* * *

Côte d’Ivoire


20 March – A top United Nations relief official today voiced his sorrow at the killing of four humanitarian workers in Côte d’Ivoire and urged all parties to enforce measures that will guarantee the protection of civilians, including relief workers.

“Thousands of internally displaced persons (IDPs) cannot be provided with basic assistance due to the extremely unsafe environment and the lack of protection for humanitarian personnel and goods,” the UN Emergency Relief Coordinator, Kenzo Oshima, said in a statement issued today.

The bodies of the four national volunteers of the Red Cross of Côte d’Ivoire were just found since armed men near Toulepleu in western Côte d’Ivoire abducted them on 12 January, according to the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA).

Expressing his solidarity with humanitarian personnel who bravely bring aid to those in need in Côte d’Ivoire and around the world, Mr. Oshima called on all parties to the crisis to “enforce measures that will guarantee the protection of civilians, including relief workers, regardless of origin.” He also extended his sympathies to the families of the deceased and the Ivoirian Red Cross.

The Relief Coordinator said the confirmation of the deaths highlights the dramatic situation and warned that the humanitarian conditions in Côte d’Ivoire are worsening. Of particular concern is the safety of civilians in the western part of the country, where it has received credible reports of shocking violations of international humanitarian and human rights law.

The UN remains concerned about the condition of an estimated 600,000 IDPs throughout Côte d’Ivoire. Food security is critical and families hosting IDPs are expected to run out of supplies in the coming weeks. The spread of communicable diseases is also of concern as public health services are not functioning, OCHA said.

* * *

Western Sahara

20 March – Seeking to give the parties more time to consider a proposal for a political solution to the situation in Western Sahara, Secretary-General Kofi Annan postponed his latest report on the matter and proposed a two-month mandate extension for the United Nations mission responsible for organizing a referendum for the territory.

In a letter to the Security Council released today, the Secretary-General requests the technical rollover of the UN Mission for the Referendum in Western Sahara (MINURSO) to enable the parties to submit their views on the latest round of consultations held in the region with his Personal Envoy, James Baker III. In late January, the Council had extended the mandate through 31 March, and asked Mr. Annan to report on the situation in the territories by 17 March.

The “Peace plan for self-determination for the people of Western Sahara,” which provides for a political solution to the regional conflict and self-determination, was submitted in mid-January to the leaders of Morocco, Algeria and Mauritania and representatives of the Popular Front for the Liberation of Saguia el-Hamra and Rio de Oro (POLISARIO Front).

Mr. Baker indicated to the parties and neighbouring countries that their replies should be submitted to him by early March, in order to give sufficient time to assess them and provide the Secretary-General with views on possible ways to move the process forward for the Western Sahara, according to Mr. Annan’s letter.

“To date, not all the parties have provided their views on the proposal of my Personal Envoy,” Mr. Annan says, proposing – along with the extension of MINURSO – to defer his report to the Council until 19 May in order to give all sides time to respond.

Morocco and the POLISARIO Front have contested the Territory since Spain relinquished control in 1974. MINURSO was established in 1991 to oversee the holding of a referendum in which the people of Western Sahara would choose between independence and integration with Morocco, as part of the UN Settlement Plan.

The Council is expected to take up the situation in Western Sahara next Tuesday.

* * *

WHO

20 March – Concerned over the quality and safety of medicines, the United Nations health agency today released the latest edition of a publication that aims to help regulatory authorities around the world in detecting counterfeit and substandard drugs.

Poor quality medicines, besides having no therapeutic effect, can cause death or serious harm to health, the World Health Organization (WHO) said. “The consequences of substandard or counterfeit medicines are extremely serious and detrimental to all efforts to control disease and save lives,” Director-General Gro Brundtland stressed. “This is a critical aspect of the struggle for access to medicines, and a fundamental feature of WHO’s work on this issue.”

The fifth edition of the International Pharmacopoeia (IntPh) contains specifications for the content, purity and quality of active ingredients in pharmaceutical products as defined by international standards. The publication is part of a comprehensive programme to help regulatory authorities, health services and manufacturers to guarantee the quality of medicines, considering that an average of 10 to 20 per cent of medicines in developing country markets are substandard, WHO said.

The IntPh gives priority to drugs neglected by conventional pharmaceutical markets and those for illnesses such as HIV/AIDS, tuberculosis, malaria and diseases that disproportionately affect developing countries.

* * *

ECOSOC


20 March – Preparing for a meeting next month of the United Nations Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) with world finance ministers, UN ambassadors and private financial experts discussed debt relief and foreign aid for poor countries today at UN Headquarters in New York in the shadow of a global economic slump and war in Iraq.


Two representatives chosen by non-governmental organizations (NGOs) as ell as two representatives from the private sector will attend the 14 April meeting of ECOSOC, which was assigned a key follow-up role on the Monterrey Consensus adopted last year by the International Conference on Financing for Development in Monterrey, Mexico. The Consensus established a working agreement on development principles between developing and developed countries.


Donor countries at Monterrey recognized that development advances are a precondition for world stability and security, and the United States and the European Union separately promised increases in official development assistance of a combined $30 billion over a four-year period. But the world situation has changed since then. The global economy has slumped, donor countries have experienced fiscal difficulties and preparations for a costly conflict in Iraq are underway.


ECOSOC will hold a special follow-up session on the Monterrey Consensus tomorrow when business leaders will present proposals for increasing the scope and spread of private investment in poor countries and establishing a framework for resolving national debt crises to the benefit of both creditors and the debtor country.


ECOSOC’s April meeting will be attended by finance ministers en route from the World Bank/International Monetary Fund annual spring meeting in Washington, as well as by representatives of the World Trade Organization.
* *** *

________________________________________________________________________________________

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

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

     Secretary-General.

           Good Afternoon.  I understand we have some visitors from Europe?  Welcome.

           **Secretary-General Statement on Iraq

           The Secretary-General, in a televised statement this morning, said that today, despite the best efforts of the

     international community and the United Nations, “war has come to Iraq for the third time in a quarter of a century”.

           He said that it was possible that, “if we had persevered a little longer, Iraq could yet have been disarmed

     peacefully, or –- if not -– the world could have taken action to solve this problem by a collective decision, endowing it

     with greater legitimacy, and therefore commanding wider support, than is now the case”.

           But he emphasized that, instead of dwelling on the divisions of the past, we must confront the realities of the

     present, however harsh, and look for ways to forge stronger unity in the future.

           Saying that his thoughts today are with the Iraqi people, who face yet another ordeal, the Secretary-General

     committed the United Nations to doing whatever it can to bring them support.

           He said that the past weeks have shown what great importance the world attaches to the legitimacy conveyed

     by the authority of the United Nations, and their desire to see power harnessed to legitimacy.  He noted how people

     “want their leaders to come together, in the United Nations, to resolve the problems shared by all humanity”.

           The Secretary-General promised, “I will do my utmost to ensure that the United Nations rises to this

     challenge”.

           **Security Council -- Iraq

           The Secretary-General sent a letter to the Security Council yesterday on possible adjustments to the

     “oil-for-food” program for Iraq. 

           As you’ll recall, the Secretary-General, in his statement to the Security Council yesterday, said the proposals

     are aimed at enabling the United Nations to continue providing humanitarian assistance to the people of Iraq during and

     after hostilities.  Such adjustments would require decisions by the Council. 

           A background briefing by two senior UN officials is scheduled at

     12:30 p.m. here in 226 so that they can answer your questions on this document.  And of course, that briefing will also

     be piped into viewing room 4 just off the Viennese café for any delegates who would like to watch it.

           **Amman briefing

           The UN Humanitarian agencies held their first press briefings today in Amman, Jordan.

           A number of briefers noted that while UN international staff had been evacuated, their local staff continued to

     work.

           The World Food Programme said 800 national staff members would continue to work as far as security

     conditions permitted and as long as food supplies lasted.  More than 328 staff from the World Health Organization are

     continuing to work and continuing to prepare for the potential impact of conflict, using supplies propositioned in Iraq.

           UNHCR said that they had so far no reports of refugees moving out of Iraq.  The Spokesman outlined

     UNHCR’s efforts in working with Iraq’s neighbours -– Syria, Jordan, Iran and Turkey -– to deal with the expected flow of

     refugees.  The full text of the briefing is available upstairs in my office.

           **Human Rights -- Iraq

           High Commissioner for Human Rights Sergio Vieira de Mello today issued a statement appealing to all parties

     involved in the hostilities in Iraq to respect human rights and humanitarian law.  “Even wars have rules”, he said,

     stressing that no one should be arbitrarily deprived of the right to life, arbitrarily detained or subjected to torture.  He

     said his paramount concerns are for the safety and protection of civilians, the provision of adequate resources to the

     civilian population and guaranteed access and security for humanitarian workers.  We have copies of the full statement

     upstairs.

           **Afghanistan/Iraq

           A number of other senior UN officials today also expressed themselves on the military action in Iraq.

           The Secretary-General’s Special Representative in Afghanistan, Lakhdar Brahimi, said that this was a sad day

     for the United Nations and added, “I think that the overwhelming majority of people all over the world think that this war

     is not justified and that the so-called disarmament could have been achieved by peaceful means”.

           He voiced the worry that war in Iraq may take attention and resources away from Afghanistan, but added that

     US officials have repeatedly told him that “no matter what happens in Iraq, they will not lose interest and they will

     continue to support Afghanistan”.

           In his appeal, the High Commissioner for Refugees, Ruud Lubbers, urged Iraq’s neighbouring countries to keep

     their borders open to those in need of temporary protection and assistance.  He said, “Despite all of the UN’s efforts to

     find a peaceful solution, we are now faced with the sad reality of war in Iraq and more suffering for the Iraqi people”.

           The Executive Director of the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF), Carol Bellamy, expressed her agency’s deep

     concern about the impact of this war on Iraqi children and women.  She said that children, who are always vulnerable

     in war, are especially so in “Iraq, where poor governance, two prior wars, and years of international sanctions have

     combined to weaken the Iraqi population”.

           Finally, Koïchiro Matsuura, Director-General of UN Education, Scientific and Cultural Organization, said that

     on this day he can only express his heartfelt emotion, his infinite sadness and his most profound wish that the loss of

     human life and the scale of suffering and destruction will be reduced to the minimum.

           We have the full texts of all those statements available upstairs.

           **Security Council

           The Security Council held closed consultations on the Central African Republic, with a briefing by Assistant

     Secretary-General for Political Affairs Tuliameni Kalomoh on the weekend coup in that country.  From Bangui, the

     Secretary-General’s Representative in the Central African Republic, General Lamine Cissé, has reported on contacts

     he has had with a number of key actors in the capital.

           During a meeting with the coup leader, General Francois Bozize, Cissé said he stressed the need for national

     reconciliation of all Central Africans, including the former collaborators with President Ange-Félix Patassé.  Cissé also

     recommended that Bozizé meet representatives of all political parties, including the former ruling party, as well

     members of civil society.  Bozizé was also asked to ensure the protection of diplomatic missions and international

     organizations in an effort to restore confidence.  In the aftermath of the coup, looters attacked the homes of a number

     of UN personnel as well a World Food Programme warehouse.

           **Security Council -- DRC

           After the briefing on the Central African Republic, Council members then turned their attention to the

     Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC).  Under-Secretary-General Jean Marie Guehenno reported on the latest

     situation in the Ituri region in the north-east part of the country and on a meeting of Chiefs of Staff of the

     Inter-Congolese dialogue regarding the outstanding military issues in the DRC.  Following consultations, the Council is

     expected to vote on a draft resolution that focuses on the human rights situation in that country.

           Then at 3:30 p.m., the Council is holding a meeting with troop-contributing countries to the UN Mission in

     Sierra Leone.

           **Western Sahara Letter

           The Secretary-General, in a letter to the Security Council out as a document today, said he would defer his

     report on Western Sahara until 19 May, to give the parties and neighbouring countries more time to reply to the peace

     proposal by his Personal Envoy James Baker.  The Secretary-General also asked for a two-month technical extension

     of the UN Mission for the Referendum in Western Sahara, known as MINURSO.  Consultations on Western Sahara are

     on the Security Council’s program for next Tuesday.

           **Côte d'Ivoire

           Under-Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs, Kenzo Oshima, voiced his sorrow at the killing of four Red

     Cross workers in Côte d’Ivoire.  In a press release, Oshima urged all parties to the crisis in Côte d’Ivoire to enforce

     measures that will guarantee the protection of civilians, including relief workers, regardless of origin.  The humanitarian

     situation in Côte d’Ivoire is worsening, he warns.

           **Press Releases

           Two more press releases to highlight for you today.  The first is from the International Civil Aviation

     Organization (ICAO), which late yesterday said that, anticipating military activity in the area of the Gulf, air transport

     operators had already started to use alternate routes previously identified by the ICAO.  The routes had been set in

     order to provide safe flight routes for civilian aircraft with a minimum of disruption.  The ICAO will continue to monitor

     the situation in cooperation with its Member States and the International Air Travel Association.

           The second release is from the World Health Organization on the issuance today of a new edition of the

     International Pharmacopoeia.  The new edition will serve to improve the quality and efficiency of medicines, facilitate

     control of counterfeit and substandard drugs and address problems of drug resistance.  It provides specifications for

     the content, purity and quality of active ingredients and pharmaceutical products according to international standards.

           **Budget

           Budget news, today, Qatar, with a payment of more than $459,000, became the 63rd Member State to pay its

     2003 regular budget contribution in full.

           **Press Conference This Afternoon

           We have a press conference this afternoon right after this background briefing.  The Department of Economic

     and Social Affairs is sponsoring a press conference by Gemma Adaba of the International Confederation of Free Trade

     Unions and other non-governmental organizations.  The subject is financing for development.  We had originally

     announced this for 12:45 p.m. today.  We pushed it back because of the background briefing.

           **Press Conference Tomorrow

           And then tomorrow at 11 a.m., the Department of Economic and Social Affairs is sponsoring a press

     conference by business leaders who will brief you on financing for development.

           **BBC World TV

           And finally, we have a few unique in-house television services here.  Thanks to a special dish that we have on

     the roof, we get CNN International that most people in the United States otherwise don’t get.  And as of yesterday, we

     now get BBC World Television, and you can see that on your in-house television Channel 68, if you have a cable box,

     and Channel 57 if you don’t.

           So, that’s all I have for you.  Yes?

           Questions and Answers

           Question:  Fred, do you have any staff left in Iraq?

           Spokesman:  No.  No international staff.

           Question:  Okay.  Then how… Pardon?

           Spokesman:  No international staff.  I just gave you some numbers on the local staff that are still at work.

           Question:  Then, how is the UN going to offer some help to the Iraqis who have no possibility to leave?  In

     other words, some food stuff and others that the United Nations wants to (inaudible)

           Spokesman:  The Secretary-General’s initiative of last night, in the letter that went to the Council, is a first

     step in that direction, proposing that the Council loosen the rules for the oil-for-food programme to allow the United

     Nations to use that food during conflict and after conflict, whenever practicable, for general humanitarian relief

     throughout Iraq.  So, we’ll see what the Council does with that initiative now.  And then, of course, as soon as we’re

     able, we’ll send our international staff back in, re-establish the networks that we had working before for the distribution

     of different kinds of aid and assistance.  Yes?

           Question:  Is this (inaudible)… Secretary-General’s letter to the Security Council?

           Spokesman:  It’s not a public document at this time.  Liz?

           Question:  I know Annan did his taped statement.  Has he had any phone calls or discussions with heads of

     government, with the US Government, regarding military action; the UK or any other governments?

           Spokesman:  Not at the heads-of-state level.  He’s had a few phone conversations with permanent

     representatives.  Last night and this morning, I believe, he had phone conversations with Ambassador Greenstock and

     Ambassador Negroponte, among others.

           Question:  And anything to tell us about the rest of those conversations?

           Spokesman:  No. Yes, Patricia?

           Question:  Yeah, Tariq Aziz, does anybody know where he is?

           Spokesman:  I don’t think that’s my department.  Yes, Liz?

           Question:  Has Annan received or has your office received any letter from the Iraqi Mission?  Any

     correspondence or traffic from the Iraqi Mission regarding, perhaps protection issues, issues relating to the status of

     the Mission, anything like that?

           Spokesman:  Not that I am aware.  There had been some… you’re not the first person to ask.  I don’t know if

     that suggests there is something there that I haven’t heard about.  But I am not aware.  Let me double check after the

     briefing, and if there is something I will let you know.

           Question:  And a follow up, I guess to that.  What is the status of the Mission?  Maybe this is really a legal

     question.  If a country or a Government is overthrown, what is the status of the Mission itself?

           Spokesman:  I don’t know what you mean by a mission?

           Question:  Well, is it protected in some way by the United Nations?  Is it a property that cannot be taken over,

     for example, by the US Government, that sort of thing?

           Spokesman:  No.  When you say “mission” that’s the property of the Government whose mission it is and that

     would be governed by the, I guess by bilateral understandings, as well as host country relations agreement.  The

     status of diplomats is for the General Assembly to decide through the Credentials Committee and the host country

     reserves the right, when it has national security reasons to do so, to send out of the country anyone that they think is

     a threat to their security.  But, otherwise, has the obligation to facilitate the work of all diplomats on US soil.

           Question:  And the properties belonging to the Mission, though that’s an agreement, you’re saying, with the

     host country? Is there any sort of agreement between…?

           Spokesman:  Well, I think good old-fashioned property rights apply there.  I mean, they’ve purchased property

     or they’ve rented it under a contract with a landlord.  I think standard rules apply there. 

           All right.  We’ll be back in about 10 minutes with two senior officials on oil-for-food. 

           Thank you very much.

                                              * *** *




UNEP and the Executive Director in the News





� HYPERLINK  \l "Forum" ��The Japan Times -  Water forum considers status of water access as basic human right


�� HYPERLINK  \l "Business" ��The Guardian - Cold water poured on idea of business helping thirsty world


�� HYPERLINK  \l "Crisis" ��Daily Star (Bangladesh) - Critical (or millennium) water crisis will spawn disease, malnutrition and poverty


�� HYPERLINK  \l "Conflicts" ��BBC - Real conflicts over world's water


�� HYPERLINK  \l "Mercury" ��Chicago Sun Times - Researchers find potential way to cut mercury emissions� 


� HYPERLINK  \l "Engineering" ��The Press (Christchurch)  - UN  genetic engineering role for researchers�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Hands" ��New Times Broward-Palm Beach (Florida)  - No Hands�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Ambassador" ��Africa News -   Njonjo Hits Out At US Ambassador�
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