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Marsh Arabs cling to destroyed world 

By Andrew Marshall 

ABOSHOLAN, Iraq (Reuters) - Sabi Abad's tiny island is one of the last remnants of a dying world that Saddam Hussein spent a decade trying to crush. 

Abad is one of Iraq's Marsh Arabs who have inhabited the lush swamplands at the confluence of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers since the dawn of civilisation, their lifestyle virtually unchanged for 5,000 years -- until they incurred Saddam's wrath and he launched a campaign to eradicate them. 

Beginning in 1991, after a Shi'ite uprising in southern Iraq, Saddam's government constructed a series of dams, dykes and earth barriers to stop river water flowing into the marshes, turning them into a parched wasteland. Saddam is gone, but it may be too late to save the Marsh Arabs. 

"Saddam hated us because he thought we were guerrillas and rebels. He was afraid of the marsh people," Abad said. "So he took away our water. He knew we could not survive without it." 

Abad's family of 21 live in a mud-brick house thatched with straw in the village of Abosholan. His compound lies on an island accessible only by the thin wooden boats that he and his family punt through the streams with long bamboo poles. 

The village was abandoned in the 1990s at the height of Saddam's campaign to destroy the Marsh Arabs, but villagers returned two years ago after setting up a pump which made Abosholan one of the few marsh villages to have enough water. 

Scattered around the settlement are the overgrown ruins of the houses of the old village, bulldozed by the government. 

DESTRUCTION 

According to a report released this year by Human Rights Watch, there were around 250,000 Marsh Arabs in the region as recently as 1991. Fewer than 40,000 remain. 

"Enforced 'disappearances', torture, and the execution of political opponents have been accompanied by ecologically catastrophic drainage of the marshlands and the large-scale and systematic forcible transfer of part of the local population," it said. The region's ecosystem has been destroyed. 

A 2001 study by the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) found that 90 percent of the marshlands had been destroyed. "Analysis of satellite imagery has shown that the marshland ecosystem had collapsed by 2001," UNEP said. 

The region was home to prehistoric man and known as the cradle of civilisation which gave rise to the ancient Mespotamian city of Ur. 

The British explorer Wilfred Thesiger lived with the Marsh Arabs in the 1950s and documented how their houses seemed to float on the water among the stillness of the reed beds. 

"As I came out into the dawn, I saw, far away, across a great sheet of water, the silhouette of a distant land, black against the sunrise...A slim, black, high-prowed craft lay beached at my feet -- the sheik's war canoe, waiting to take me into the marshes," he wrote. 

"Before the first palaces were built at Ur, men had stepped out into the dawn from such a house, launched a canoe like this and gone hunting here...Five thousand years of history were here, and the pattern was still unchanged." 

Thesiger described the Marsh Arabs as "arrogant, individualistic and intensely proud". 

"They never willingly accepted any man as their master and would rather die than be shamed," he said. 

Saddam made them pay a high price for their pride. 

"Our people became beggars and labourers, scattered around the country," said Abdul Qader Mowanes, an elderly Marsh Arab with thick glasses and four blackened teeth. "When we came back, everything was destroyed. We had to start again." 

REBIRTH? 

U.S. officials and environmental experts say they are studying whether it is possible to revive the marshes. 

Andrew Natsios, administrator of the U.S. Agency for International Development, told Reuters in Washington earlier this month that perhaps 25 percent of the marshlands could be restored using existing water flows. 

But officials say flood controls and dams in Iran, Syria and Turkey have reduced the flow of the rivers, meaning the marshes could never be restored to their past vitality. 

Most of the area has become a vast expanse of mud, dotted with stunted shrubs and ruined houses. And the self-sufficient existence of the Marsh Arabs may now be unsustainable. 

Their life was structured to fit their environment, based around fishing, cultivation, buffalo breeding and reed gathering. Now the fish population has been destroyed, the ecosystem has collapsed and most Marsh Arabs have dispersed. 

"We hope that, God willing, things will get better now that Saddam has gone," Mowanes said. 

"But we have nothing left. We are desperate." 

(This article also available at website: SwissInfo.org)

_________________________________________________________________________________________

NY VILLAGE VOICE

A Plan to Restore Iraq's Wetland Graveyard
Paradise Regained?
by Paroma Basu
May 21 - 27, 2003 

Iraq's onetime Garden of Eden, a vast stretch of wetlands in southern Iraq known as the Mesopotamian marshlands, destroyed by the 1991 Gulf War and by Saddam Hussein himself in the 1990s, was the grim setting last week for the discovery of more than 3,000 graves. The people who lived there were among Hussein's Shiite targets, and they have been excavating two sites in and near the marshes looking for relatives. The marshes themselves, which were their refuge, also became, in Hussein's hands, a major environmental disaster. Even in the last moment of his regime, Hussein tried to make deadly use of the wetlands by lifting dam gates to unleash trapped waters into the now parched acres. Presumably he hoped to slow down the invading American and British troops. 

Scientists remain unsure how the flow of water will affect the ecology of the decimated area, but most agree that nature is the best medicine and the first fresh water into the marshlands in years may be a lucky break for renewal in what has become a graveyard in more than one way. Hussein's weapon may also be fortuitous for a Mesopotamian wetlands reclamation plan on a scale comparable to the restoration of Florida's Everglades. The project in Iraq, however, could cost about 10 times as much as the Everglades work, because the vision for restoration includes a revolutionary plan to restore to their original homes the indigenous marsh dwellers—now embattled environmental refugees. 

Scholars believe the Mesopotamian Marshlands were the site of the biblical Eden, located within the "Land of the Two Rivers" between the Tigris and Euphrates. The largest wetland ecosystem in the Middle East—20,000 square kilometers of once lush plant life—is a maze of interconnected lakes, mudflats, and wetlands. For over 5,000 years, the marshes sustained the Madan or marsh dwellers—an indigenous community, now also Shiite Muslims. They lived deep in the marshes, and moved around by boat, peacefully tending water buffalo, harvesting massive reed beds, and spearfishing in long, winding waterways. Using reeds, the Madan made elaborate dwellings that sat on woven mats suspended above the water. 

In the 1950s, when Syria and Turkey built dams diverting the river waters upstream, the marshlands began to decline. Then, soon after the failed Shiite uprising of the last Gulf War, the Iraqi regime willfully destroyed this vital paradise. In the early 1990s, Hussein drained and dammed the marshlands under the official pretext of agricultural enhancement. Analysts worldwide, however, believe Hussein planned wholesale environmental destruction to exact revenge on rebel Shiite groups taking refuge in the marshes. The Iraqi government burned and shelled marsh villages and forcibly deported or killed hundreds of thousands of Madan. 

Almost 13 years later, the marshes still lie in ruins after what the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) calls one of the "worst environmental disasters of this century." About 93 percent of the swampy oasis is parched and contaminated, according to a 2001 UNEP report. Experts believe at least 300,000 marsh dwellers out of a population of about half a million were killed. At least 40,000 Madan currently remain in refugee camps in Iran, with others scattered throughout Britain and the U.S. The latest war in Iraq, however, has finally roused international interest in the plight of the wetlands and one man in particular is leading efforts to restore the region and bring its people home. 

Iraqi exile Azzam Alwash spent his childhood canoeing through the marshlands with his father, a district engineer who settled water disputes and monitored hydrological works in southeastern Iraq. Alwash moved to the U.S. as a young engineer, and over the last 25 years often dreamed of taking his family kayaking in the marshes. In 1997, however, that dream was shattered when he saw desolate footage of the area and realized the extent of its destruction. Alwash resolved to do something, and along with his wife, geologist Suzie Alwash, founded Eden Again (EA) last year. 

The project ambitiously aims not only to oversee total ecological restoration of the marshlands—an area comparable in size to the Everglades—but also to make possible the return of its people. Alwash says Eden Again is unique because it is committed to involving the marsh dwellers and local Iraqi engineers in the entire process. "We want to involve [the Madan] in all the work; this will provide them with a livelihood and will also give them a stake in things," says Alwash. 

With a modest starting budget of $190,000 from the Iraq Foundation and the U.S. State Department Office for Northern Gulf Affairs, the Alwashes began by assembling an international panel of 18 prominent wetland specialists and restoration ecologists. After poring over remote sensing maps of the marshlands, the team confirmed at a press conference in April that an ecological makeover is indeed scientifically feasible. 

The Iraqi regime dammed the Euphrates at Nasiriyah and built a network of levees and dikes in northern Iraq to divert water from the central marshes into a 30-mile-long canal, often called the "mother of all wars" canal. Water levels quickly fell in all three areas of the wetlands: the Hammar marshes to the south; the central or Qurna marshes, where the Euphrates and Tigris meet; and the Huwaiza marshes, which are to the northeast, bordering Iran. Because the Huwaiza marshes get some Iranian water they are the least degraded of the three, but experts believe the other two could disappear by 2020. 

EA scientists will have to go to Iraq before knowing exactly how much water has been released in the last two to three months. Before the dam openings only about 30 percent of the entire marshland area could have been revived, says Curtis Richardson, a wetlands ecology professor at Duke University who is on EA's team and on the Everglades restoration project. 

In order to come back entirely Alwash says the marshlands will require about 7 billion cubic meters of water annually. Most of Iraq's water comes from Syria and Turkey and they will partly determine how much water Iraq gets. The three countries still have to agree on how to divide the water, which, given Iraq's current situation, may take a while. 

All these years, portions of the cracked marshlands resembled "a desert with two feet of salt where there used to be lakes," says Michelle Stevens, a restoration ecologist and EA's project manager. Too much salt is dangerous because freshwater stagnating over salty earth creates saltwater, which is deadly to many marshland plant and fish species. 

Swift seasonal water flows are essential to flush the salt out and revive seed banks, fish species, and wildlife, says Dr. Rich Beilfuss of the International Crane Foundation, another panel member. The scientists can only wait and see whether the newly released waters will mimic such flows, but Derek Scott, an EA avian consultant and the last scientist to survey the marshes—in 1979—remarks, "My inclination would have been to . . . open up the floodgates and let nature take its course. There are wetlands in Iran that flood only once every 20 years, but when they do have water, they become a paradise for wildlife within months." 

Eden Again proposes to launch the project with a detailed survey of the region, which could begin as early as November. It will involve testing for soil contaminants, establishing exactly how much water is there, and gauging how easily plants will return, according to the April 30 EA report, "Building a Scientific Basis for the Restoration of the Mesopotamian Marshlands." 

Once the technical constraints of ecological restoration are resolved, of course, there is the monumental challenge of relocating perhaps thousands of Madan. It is unlikely that life in the marshlands will ever be as it was. The Madan now want amenities of the developed world like adequate sanitation, proper medical care, and schools, says Baroness Emma Nicholson, executive director of the AMAR International Charitable Foundation, a British humanitarian agency that has delivered relief services to Iraqi refugees in Iran and elsewhere for the last 12 years. 

Unfortunately, many Madan also have blurry memories, if any, of marsh life because most of the remaining population is between 15 and 18 years old, says Peter Clark, AMAR Foundation's chief executive officer and co-editor with Nicholson of The Iraqi Marshlands: A Human and Environmental Study. 

Of course for Ramadhan al Badri, there's no place like home. After fighting in the 1991 uprisings, the marsh dweller spent a year and a half in a refugee camp in Saudi Arabia, before immigrating to the United States, where he runs an auto transportation business. "[Marsh dwellers] will be happy to see the positive movement happening in the marshes," says Badri, who plans to be closely involved in the restoration effort and thinks "lots of willing" Madan families will quickly follow suit. 

Eden Again is also stimulating public interest because the unique effort could set a precedent for the treatment of refugees worldwide. Nicholson says the concept of employing refugees to rebuild their own environment and homes could be replicated in other places like Badakhshan Province, Afghanistan, where thousands of refugees cannot return home due to a lack of water from damming projects and drought. 

Such optimism about returning refugees is contingent on a working infrastructure in Iraq. Stuart Leiderman, an environmentalist and a University of New Hampshire scholar, also believes Eden Again comes at a time when thousands of new refugees are emerging, reflecting a dire need for better repatriation efforts. One of the foremost proponents of the legal recognition of environmental refugees, Leiderman believes that globalization has dramatically spiked refugee numbers worldwide, not just through ethnic, cultural, and religious violence, but increasingly because of the environmental effects of war, environmentally harmful economic-development schemes, or severe natural disasters. In 1998, the International Federation of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies said for the first time that more people were forced out of their homes by environmental disaster than by war. Currently, however, environmental refugees have no formal status under any international treaty. 

Eden Again can demonstrate the necessity of restoring a place in order to restore its people—all the while allowing indigenous people oversight. "[The marshland project] will be the first time in modern history where a whole bioregional restoration effort incorporates the memories, desires, sweat, and toil of the refugees themselves in exchange for title to the communities and ecosystems they restore," says Leiderman. 

Leiderman thinks the same kind of thing could start elsewhere if there were a new international convention that couples environmental refugees to ecological restoration projects worldwide. Such a convention would place emphasis on renewal efforts that would automatically generate income for returning refugees. Of course, in the current bureaucratic knot of international-convention policies, many see Leiderman's vision as hopelessly wishful, even though most experts agree that the 1951 UN Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees is badly outdated, too narrow to include thousands of the newly displaced. 

Stephen Castles, director of the Refugee Studies Centre at Oxford University, also believes that a new kind of protection system is urgently required for the millions displaced by development projects and environmental degradation but feels that it's a better idea to identify such people as "forced migrants." "It would be wrong to change the 1951 convention definition," he says, "because in the current political climate, any change is likely to be a watering down. Rather, we need specific protection and assistance conventions and institutions to meet the needs of the other types of forced migrants." 

But even as Eden Again hopes to break new ground both in scale and concept, funding for the project is still uncertain. Project members are hesitant to put a price tag on achieving total restoration and repatriation, but Leiderman estimates that it will cost about 10 times the $7.8 billion tab on the Everglades project. This kind of money will probably have to come from the UN, the United States, and other countries, and at least for the moment, they are beginning to pay attention. In fact, "countries are fighting to be involved," says Suzie Alwash. 

"We may find the needs exceed the funds but we'll only know that when we do a thorough environmental-impact assessment, which we couldn't do before,"says Greg Sullivan, deputy press director for the State Department Office of Northern Gulf Affairs. 

This week the UNEP is hosting the Mesopotamian Marshland Forum, an international meeting in Geneva focusing on restoration of the Iraqi wetlands. Conservation and relief organizations will attend as well as the UN High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR), U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID), and others. The concern now, says Suzie Alwash, is that USAID, which is putting forth billions of dollars for education, health care, and wastewater treatment in post-war Iraq, will try to bully other governments and organizations out of restoration plans. 

Eden Again project members plan to go to Iraq in June. "There is a great deal of public interest, and all of the federal agencies want a piece of the restoration pie," says project manager Michelle Stevens. "Inshallah, God willing, it will work out for the benefit of the marsh dwellers and the marshes themselves."

____________________________________________________________________
Deutsche Presse-Agentur 

May 20, 2003, Tuesday   

United Nations urges Asian consumers to curb consumption 

      The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) on Tuesday warned Asian governments to curb

      Western-style consumerism, noting if car ownership in China, India and Indonesia reached the global average  some 200 million vehicles would hit the streets. 

      "It is clear that the earth's natural ecosystems will not cope with the style of industrialization and over

      consumption seen in Europe or North America," said Shafqat Kakakhel, UNEP deputy executive director, on  the eve of a three-day regional meeting on sustainable development to be held in Yogyakarta, Central Java,  starting Wednesday. 

      A background paper prepared by the UNEP for the Yogyakarta meeting indicated if car ownership in China,  India and Indonesia reached the global average, 200 million vehicles would be added to the global fleet,

      twice the number of all cars in the United States today. "The region's economic development agenda needs

      to be coupled with clean production processes and sustainable consumption patterns," said Kakakhel. 

      The Yogyakarta Asia Pacific expert meeting for promoting sustainable consumption will draw 50 government, business and civil society representatives. 

      The meeting, organized by UNEP and the Indonesian government, will offer the first opportunity for the

      governments in Asia-Pacific to identify their priorities for sustainable consumption and production actions,

      and will be compared with findings from Africa, the Americas and Europe at a meeting to be held in

      Marrakech, Morocco in June. 

      According to the UNEP, there are now more "middle to high income" consumers - those earning more than 7,000 dollars per annum - in Asia and the Pacific than in Western Europe and North America combined. 

      Such prosperity is only enjoyed by 26 per cent of the region's population, and UNEP expressed concern that aspirations for further growth may come at a high environmental price. 

      Kakakhel said developed countries bore the lion's share of responsibility for shifting to cleaner, less wasteful production and consumption patterns. dpa pj rk _____________________________________________________________________________________

The Guardian (London) 

May 21, 2003 

Family matters: This week, scientists claimed that chimps are so close to mankind that they

      should be reclassified as practically human. So should they have the same rights as us? Tim Radford reports on a debate that could help save them from extinction, while Stephen Moss visits them in 'person' at London  Zoo 

Chimps have language. They can, and do, communicate with humans. There is a linguist chimp called Nim

      Chimpsky with a vocabulary of 125 signs, all used correctly. Chimps can solve problems, use tools and when   they lose their teeth, even improvise a makeshift food blender. Two observers have now claimed to see chimps in the wild leaving each other "notes". Separate groups of chimpanzees have different ways of doing things, and pass these ways on through the generations: that is, chimpanzees have culture, just as humans have culture. 

      Some laboratory animals can count up to nine, and remember a sequence of up to five Arabic numerals.

      Captive chimps have starred in films, performed in television commercials, and served each other afternoon tea at London Zoo. They are naturally political creatures: they have been observed forming alliances, using  subterfuge and launching breakaway parties. They use violence to get their way when they can, and sex to  get their way when they cannot. In a word, they might be human. But Morris Goodman, a geneticist at Wayne State University school of medicine in Detroit, is prepared to take the matter further. He argues, in a  scientific journal published yesterday, Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, that chimpanzees  should be included with humans in the same evolutionary grouping. That is, chimps and their close relatives, bonobos, would no longer be Pan troglodytes and Pan paniscus, but Homo troglodytes, and Homo paniscus.  They would take a new place in creation's pecking order, as near as dammit Homo sapiens - that's us. 

      The evidence is not in the capacity to stand upright, use computer touch screens or indulge in sex for

      pleasure and profit. The evidence is in the DNA. Instead of comparing digits, or spinal structure, or the

      emergence of teeth, taxonomists - scientists who deal in evolutionary relationships - have now begun to

      consider the basic information of life, reproduction and development. Goodman and his colleagues report in their article that they compared 97 genes in six different species: humans, chimpanzees, gorillas,

      orang-utans, old world monkeys and mice. DNA is common to all life: the closer the DNA match, the closer  the evolutionary link. Humans and chimps came out with a similarity of 99.4%. On the strength of this,  Goodman says: think again, humans. All the surviving great apes should be included in the family grouping known as Hominidae. And both humans and chimps should share the genus Homo. 

      At one level, he is reviving an argument about classification: what is it that makes animals alike, and

      different, and how do you logically group them. But at another level, he is raising an argument about human links with the rest of creation. Are humans a breed apart, with dominion over fish, flesh and fowl? Or are  humans just gifted apes, lucky enough to have an edge over their nearest relatives? And if the latter, then what responsibilities do humans owe to their fellow creatures? This is because even if chimpanzees are  hominids, they might not be members of the human genus for long. There are probably only 250,000 great   apes - gorillas, orang-utans, chimpanzees - in the wild. That is, all the great apes at large in the world would not fill the London borough of Brent (263,000). They would be outnumbered by the people of Bolton  (261,000). These creatures exist in scattered, broken communities in 23 countries. Many of these countries  are torn by civil war; in others, the forests are being cleared by loggers or developed for farmland. In many  of these countries apes are slaughtered for trophies or just for food, and in one of those countries,  chimpanzees and gorillas are perishing in an Ebola virus epidemic. 

      So a small change in classification translates into a big one in moral attitudes. If apes were reclassified as

      human, would they then be entitled to human rights? And if apes were classified as humans, would Homo

      sapiens be guilty of genocide? 

      It is not a new question: four years ago, scientists and lawyers petitioned New Zealand's parliament to pass

      a bill conferring "rights" on chimpanzees and other primates. The move drew snorts of exasperation from

      Roger Scruton, the fox-hunting moral philosopher and pundit. If chimps had human rights, they would be

      moral beings like humans, with liabilities and duties like humans. "Do we really think that the jails of New

      Zealand should henceforth be filled with malicious chimpanzees? If not, by what right are they to be

      exempted from punishment?" he wrote at the time. In fact, the New Zealand decision gave the great apes

      something less than human rights, but also something more practical: it provided legal protection from animal experimentation. The first country to take such a decision was Britain: Home Office guidelines now forbid  experiments on chimpanzees, orang-utans and gorillas. 

      Ian Redmond started working with gorillas more than 20 years ago, before going on to become chairman of the pressure group Ape Alliance, which is working with the United Nation's environment programme and Unesco on an international initiative called the Great ape survival project, or Grasp (www.unep.org/grasp).

      For him, the attempt to reclassify the great apes is unconvincing: morphology is part of the story, too.

      Chimpanzees look different, they have a quadripedal gait, a different shaped foot, and opposable big toe.

      They are already grouped with humans as family (as opposed to genus). Hominids or not, they had a right to survive. 

      "Clearly we have changed quite a lot since we shared a common ancestor," he says. "But it is very important in terms of respecting great apes. It should make us think more carefully about how much effort we are  putting into ensuring that they survive our ravaging of the planet. But as a whole-animal biologist, I am  fascinated by the difference - why they exist, and so on. I think the morphology speaks: having them in the same family is very good. It reminds us of our responsibilities." 

      Last month, a team warned in Nature that chimps and gorillas in Gabon and the Congo were on the verge of  extinction. In one well-studied gorilla population, there had been 140 named individuals. A recent exhaustive  search had found only seven. "The stark truth is that if we do not act decisively, our children may live in a  world without wild apes," they wrote. Redmond talks of the clock standing at "one minute to midnight" for the great apes. This concern about the survival of wild animals has marched in step with increasing interest in the nature of animal consciousness. Animals react to stimuli: does that mean they "feel" pain? And if so, do they know that they know that they feel pain? Are they aware that they are aware? If these things are the case, then how are they different - in essence, if not in taxonomy - from humans? 

      And would it make any real difference if chimpanzees were reclassified as members of the genus Homo rather  than Pan? The taxonomic system is manmade, and like all manmade things, subject to revision. Taxonomists routinely wrangle over say, the groupings of finches or the descent of the whale. But arguments about the  great apes carry an emotional loading rare in the world of ferns and liverworts, or Amazonian fire ants. To  reclassify great apes along with humans is to raise questions of power and responsibility already dramatised by popular fiction: in the pathos of Tarzan's foster mother, in the allegory of The Planet of the Apes. At one level, the question is academic, but there is no chance of the debate being academic. 

      Christophe Soligo of the human origins department at the Natural History Museum - a world centre of

      taxonomic arbitration - sees Goodman's proposals as a question of choice. "It seems fairly clear now that

      chimpanzees are our closest relatives. The question they are trying to answer is: how closely are we related

      to our closest relatives?" he says. "They set a length of time for the criteria: if two lineages split so many

      years ago, we say they are sub-genera; if they split however many million years ago, they are genera. It is

      really a question of choice." 

      But it was also potentially a moral issue."The political consequences are potentially there. If we call

      chimpanzees Homo, it might influence the public mind to a certain extent; it might also ultimately influence  how we treat these animals both in research and in the wild. It is not a frivolous piece of research at all." 

      Human, all too human . . . Panbanisha, a chimpanzee who can identify and communicate with symbols 

___________________________________________________________________________________________

The Jakarta Post

UNEP, Indonesian govt to hold regional sustainable development meeting in Yogyakarta 

JAKARTA (JP): The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) on Tuesday warned Asian governments to curb Western-style consumerism, noting if car ownership in China, India and Indonesia reached the global average some 200 million vehicles would hit the streets. 

"It is clear that the earth's natural ecosystems will not cope with the style of industrialization and over consumption seen in Europe or North America," Shafqat Kakakhel, UNEP deputy executive director, told DPA on the eve of a three-day meeting on sustainable development to be held in Yogyakarta, starting Wednesday. 

A background paper prepared by the UNEP for the Yogyakarta meeting indicated if car ownership in China, India and Indonesia reached the global average, 200 million vehicles would be added to the global fleet, twice the number of all cars in the United States today. 

"The region's economic development agenda needs to be coupled with clean production processes and sustainable consumption patterns," said Kakakhel. 

The Yogyakarta Asia Pacific expert meeting for promoting sustainable consumption will draw 50 government, business and civil society representatives. 

The meeting, organized by UNEP and the Indonesian government, will offer the first opportunity for the governments in Asia-Pacific to identify their priorities for sustainable consumption and production actions, and will be compared with findings from Africa, the Americas and Europe at a meeting to be held in Marrakech, Morocco in June. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________

UNWIRE

European Ministers To Adopt New Targets; More 

Ministers and other top officials from 55 countries in Europe will meet for three days starting tomorrow at an environmental conference in Kiev.

The officials are expected to formally adopt the goal of reversing the destruction of natural resources and landscape diversity in the region by 2010, as well as specific targets involved in reaching the goal.

"By setting clear targets that can be tracked and evaluated over the next several years, European leaders will demonstrate their commitment to achieving an environmental renaissance in this complex and dynamic region," said U.N. Environment Program Executive Director Klaus Toepfer.

Under the plan, European countries would try to prevent human activities from damaging forests, to consider biodiversity when making decisions about agriculture subsidies and incentives and to increase public and private investment in biodiversity, among other targets. Countries would also complete an inventory of high-value natural areas in agricultural ecosystems and restore areas important to wildlife.

Participants at the Kiev meeting are also expected to approve protection of the largest remaining European wilderness outside of Russia by adopting a Framework Convention on the Protection and Sustainable Development of the Carpathians (U.N. release, May 19).

In other biodiversity news, the British Royal Society yesterday called in a new report for making better use of available information about extinctions. Royal Botanic Gardens head Peter Crane added that "although we have a feel for the scale of the loss, we often lack specific and accurate information about how badly individual species and their habitats are suffering" (Alex Kirby, BBC Online, May 19).

(Back to Contents)



LAND DEGRADATION: Global Environment Facility (GEF) Paves Way For Help 

A U.N.-backed fund has adopted a plan aimed at giving more financial support to countries trying to address severe land degradation.

The assistance plan, formulated late last week by the governing body of the Global Environment Facility, will fund projects targeted at combating problems such as desertification and deforestation, thereby helping countries implement global environmental pacts, such as the U.N. Convention to Combat Desertification, aimed at promoting sustainable land management.

The funding will "directly improve the livelihoods of people living in dryland rural areas most affected by land degradation and where the word’s poorest reside," said the convention's executive secretary, Hama Arba Diallo.

Countries affected by desertification may apply directly to the multimillion-dollar global fund for assistance once the plan is approved later this year.

The GEF was established in October 1991 and relies on voluntary contributions from countries to fund efforts to tackle global environmental problems such as biodiversity and climate change (U.N. release, May 19).

(Back to Contents)
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IRIN News

KENYA: Flooding prevents delivery of supplies to south Sudan

NAIROBI, - Floods which have wreaked havoc in Kenya since late April, have destroyed a vital bridge, impeding the delivery of humanitarian supplies to northern Kenya and southern Sudan.

According to a report from the office of the UN Resident Humanitarian Coordinator for Kenya, the Lokichoggio humanitarian base was no longer accessible by road after the Marich Pass bridge in northwestern Kenya was washed away. 

The route is the only way to send supplies by road to humanitarian organisations operating in southern Sudan as well as to the Kakuma refugee camp, which hosts up to 100,000 refugees. "The whole of southern Sudan is now cut off from humanitarian supplies unless they are flown in," an official at the UN office told IRIN. 

According to the UN refugee agency (UNHCR), the floods have created a huge gully on one side of the road leading to Lokichoggio, and have eaten away half the road for almost 300 metres. Raging floods at Kakuma have already destroyed 125 shelters and killed three refugees. 

Flooding throughout the country has killed at least 55 people. Several rivers have burst their banks, affecting mains water supplies and power dams. The capital Nairobi has been without water for almost three weeks.

At the coast, floods have cut off three islands, leaving some 5,000 residents marooned without food supplies and medical care. The main Tana River has burst its banks, preventing communication and transport to the islands of Kipangajeni, Mwangatini and Burangi, about 13 km from Malindi town.

Malindi District Commissioner Mohammed Maalim said the residents had been feeding on boiled mangoes for the past two weeks because they could not access Malindi town and other areas, even by canoe.

The government and humanitarian agencies have been delivering food and non-food items to about 60,000 affected people in the country, mainly in western Kenya. Last week, a project aimed at reducing Kenya’s vulnerability to floods, with the help of the UN Environment Programme (UNEP), was announced.
__________________________________________________________________________________________

ENS

One Thousand Brazilian Babies Poisoned by Mercury 

                      By André Muggiati 

ITAITUBA, Brazil, May 20, 2003 (ENS) - The Evandro Chagas Research Institute, linked to the Brazilian Health Ministry, has found high levels of mercury contamination among 60 percent of the newborns at three hospitals  in the city of Itaituba, in the Brazilian Amazon. 

The institute tested the blood of all the 1,666 babies born during 2002 in the three hospitals of the city and found 1,000 of them to be contaminated. Some of the children had 80 parts per million (ppm) of mercury in the blood. The highest acceptable level, according to the World Health Organization (WHO), is 30 ppm. 

The contamination is due to gold mining activities that took place in the rivers of the region during the 1980s. In those years, Itaituba became the biggest gold producer in the world. Most of the gold is gone now, but the problems  remain. 

The National Department for Mineral Production estimates that around 600 tons of mercury was thrown into                      the Tapajós River, one of the biggest tributaries of the Amazon River, over a 10 year period. 

This mercury enters into the circle of life, through the small species, like algae and vegetarian fishes. These end up feeding some carnivorous species which  are very popular in the Amazon menu, like Tucunaré and Pirarucu. 

Other studies have shown that the level of mercury in these species makes them unsuitable for human consumption. When they are consumed by humans, the mercury in their bodies is ingested but not excreted, and higher and higher concentrations accumulate in the blood. Then, it passes from mother to child. 

In addition, contamination by mercury may cause irritation of skin and eyes, neurological problems, joint pains, fainting, loss of appetite, diarrhea and  learning deficiencies in children. According to scientists at the Evandro                      Chagas Institute, some of the effects of the metal on health have yet to be discovered by science. 

The study by Evandro Chagas Institute, a reference center for tropical diseases, is the first of such detail conducted in mining areas of the Amazon forest. 

In the future, researchers at the institute intend to keep studying 200 of the contaminated children to track the long term effects of the mercury's presence  in their bodies. 

As they grow older the contamination in their bodies could become even worse, as the children will stay in the area and suffer further exposure to the metal through their food. 

On the other hand, if there is no further  exposure, the levels of mercury in their organisms tend to be reduced, because of excretion through the hair, fingernails and urine. 

The mothers of the subject babies have also been examined by researchers. The result of their evaluation has yet to be published, but in some cases the mercury contamination  was also dramatic. Some of the victims were found to have as much as 177 ppm of mercury in their blood. 

The municipality of Itaituba, a city located on the southeastern part of Para State, said that already has knowledge of the problem, but officials still do not know what measures could be taken to minimize the future effects of mercury contamination. The Brazilian Ministry of Health was also alerted. 

The mercury, a liquid metal also known as quicksilver, is usually used in mining areas, to isolate the gold from the ore in which it occurs. There is no control on its utilization, and there are many communities and cities of the

Brazilian Amazon affected by this indiscriminate use. 

One of its known victims is the Brazilian Environment Minister Marina Silva, a former senator. Born in the Amazon Region, Silva lived in a small community of rubber tapper during her childhood and teenge years, when she probably was contaminated. She only discovered the sickness in 1992, when she experienced strong headaches and little appetite. This contamination sometimes forces Silva to be absent from public meetings for health treatments. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________

BBC

Rich 'must pay to save nature' 

     By Alex Kirby 

     BBC News Online environment correspondent 

     Rich countries must pay much more to save endangered creatures and their homes from extinction, UK conservationists say. 

             It's immoral and impractical to expect the poor to pay for conservation, and it isn't going to happen 

             Alistair Gammell, RSPB 

     Despite international agreement on conserving biodiversity, they argue, animals, birds and plants continue to vanish. 

     They say the developed world has failed to live up to its promises to pay to slow the damage. 

     And they damn it as immoral for leaving the poor countries to shoulder the burden. 

     The criticism comes from the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB), which is

     seeking agreement on a new, legally binding international commitment to provide funding and

     safeguards for a network of protected areas. 

     It says this is needed to stem "the unprecedented loss of the world's biodiversity and

     ecosystems". 

     The RSPB's call comes at the start of a meeting in London of the United Nations Convention

     on Biodiversity (CBD). 

     Basis of life 

     The meeting is reviewing progress towards the target of "a significant reduction in the current

     rate of biodiversity loss by 2010", agreed at the 2002 World Summit on Sustainable

     Development in Johannesburg. 

     Human health, economy and existence all rest on the planet's ecosystems, the RSPB says:

     rainforests, savannah and coral reefs all provide water, contribute to soil formation, regulate

     climate and filter air. 

     They also provide plants for food and medicines for local communities, and support bird and

     animal life. 

     The RSPB says the countries with the richest biodiversity are having to struggle to save it

     because they are so short of money. 

     It says: "Despite the promises made by the industrialised world to provide financing for

     biodiversity, this has not been forthcoming. 

     "An increase in environmentally destructive human activities - illegal logging, ineffective

     management and burgeoning pollution - combined with a lack of political will and money

     means species and areas originally designated for protection are being disrupted and

     destroyed." 

     Alistair Gammell, the RSPB's director of international operations, said: "The convention

     recognises that keeping our world's biodiversity is a common concern for all of humankind. 

     Transfer of resources 

     "However, the current completely inadequate level of international funding means the costs of

     conserving these enormously valuable resources is not a shared burden. 

     "It is too often being carried by many of the poorest communities - those who are least able to

     bear those costs. 

     "It's time for a radical rethink. If we agree the benefits to be derived from biodiversity are

     supra-local, then supra-local political bodies and institutions should shoulder a proportionate

     responsibility. 

     "We need to help local people to become the custodians and managers of important places for

     biodiversity, without having to destroy them or face poverty." 

     Alistair Gammell told BBC News Online: "We're calling for a serious transfer of resources from

     North to South to fund conservation by creating this network. 

     "At the moment the greatest burden falls on those who live closest to protected areas. 

     Reserve programme 

     "It's immoral and impractical to expect the poor to pay for conservation, and it isn't going to

     happen. So it's bad for conservation, and for poverty reduction as well. 

     "You get the worst of all possible worlds - either you leave people in poverty, or you're

     guaranteed to have continuing battles with them over safeguarding habitats." 

     In 2002 the CBD said 24% of mammals and 12% of birds were globally threatened. 

     One estimate of the cost of an effective global reserve programme on land and sea put it at $45

     billion (£27.5bn) annually. 

     This, the estimate suggested, would deliver "ecosystem goods and services" worth up to

     $5,200bn (£3,170bn) a year. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________

    Arctic sailors on climate trail 

     By Alex Kirby 

     BBC News Online environment correspondent 

     A group of artists is sailing to the high Arctic to try to make climate science  accessible to everyone. 

     They are the crew of the Noorderlicht, an elderly schooner, who are sailing from Norway to Svalbard. 

     They say their trip will let them take ocean current measurements and investigate the melting of the ice. 

     They hope to make scientific research exciting far beyond the scientific  community itself. 

     The expedition is called after Cape Farewell, the southernmost point of  Greenland. It sails from Tromso in northern Norway on 26 May. 

     It says its aim is "to bring education, science and the arts together through adventure and environmental awareness". 

     Help for teachers 

     It hopes to reach Longyearbyen, the administrative capital of Svalbard, on 8  June, after calling at Bear Island, south of the main island of Spitsbergen. 

     Svalbard, under Norwegian sovereignty, lies roughly halfway between the mainland of Norway and the North Pole. 

             If you make science an adventure, students will happily absorb as much as you give them 

             David Buckland, Cape Farewell project director 

     The artists will be sailing with scientists from the Southampton Oceanography Centre (Soc),  and education policy writers from the UK's Association of Science Education and the Geographical Association. 

     One aim is to produce multi-media education packs for classroom testing. They could ultimately become part of the UK curriculum for teaching students about climate change. 

     The expedition website says the voyage will "disseminate current thinking and information  about ocean science to as broad a public as possible through science, arts, education and the media". 

     The 18 people sailing on the Noorderlicht, which was built in 1910, include a film crew and  photographer. The expedition will send e-mails back to Soc, which will update the website with

     the schooner's progress. 

     The expedition has received financial support from the UK's National Endowment for Science, Technology and the Arts (Nesta). 

     Off the beaten track 

     Nesta's chief executive, Jeremy Newton, said: "We are delighted to be associated with the Cape Farewell project, which cleverly fuses science, technology and the arts to communicate some very serious messages about climate change. 

     "Nesta is particularly keen to support projects that will stretch and challenge educational  approaches. 

     "We hope that Cape Farewell will leave a lasting legacy in the way geography is taught in  schools." 

     The expedition is the brainchild of the artist David Buckland, who is the project director. 

     He told BBC News Online: "I spent some time at the Hadley Centre for Climate Prediction and  Research, seeing what they did there, and that set my imagination off. 

     Further horizons 

     "We will get some real results - for example, Southampton has lent us equipment to measure  water temperatures down to 7-800 metres beneath the surface. 

     "But it's very unlikely we'll find anything that adds to the knowledge the scientists already have. 

     "What we'll be doing is making their work exciting. If you make science an adventure, students will happily absorb as much as you give them." 

     A second phase of the expedition is planned for September 2004, sailing from Lonmgyearbyen  to Scoresbysund in Greenland. 

     Images courtesy and copyright of Jan Belgers/Oceanwide Expeditions 

 __________________________________________________________________________________________

Reuters

G8 members don't practise what they preach - report
  PARIS - The Group of Eight world economic summits have become discredited because members preach to other countries while failing to put their own houses in order, according to a "Shadow G8" report by former top world officials. 

  This growing "crisis of legitimacy" undermines cooperation among the world's leading industrial democracies as challenges such as terrorism heighten the need to work together, it said. 

  The report by 20 experts including former U.S. Secretary of State Henry Kissinger, former Federal Reserve Chairman Paul Volcker and former European Union Commissioner Leon Brittan, came out two weeks before the June 1-3 summit in Evian, France. 

  The "Shadow G8" also described mounting U.S. budget deficits as alarming, saying Washington should avoid new tax cuts, and said leaders at this year's summit should help boost world trade by pledging to scrap all industrial goods tariffs in a decade. 

  "The widespread charge that the G8 is both undemocratic and hegemonic stems fundamentally from its asking others to do what it is unwilling or unable to do itself," said the report issued through the French Institute for International Relations (IFRI). 

  "The apparent unwillingness of the G8 members to criticise themselves, combined with their revealed proclivity to criticise others, has produced a crisis of legitimacy," it said. 

  Leaders of the 28-year-old Group - from the United States, Japan, Germany, France, Britain, Italy, Canada and Russia - meet annually to  coordinate their economic and trade policies. 

  But "out of area issues" such as financial crises in Latin America and Asia or debt and disease in Africa have increasingly crept onto their  agenda, sometimes taking centre stage as G8 policy coordination shifted to the back burner, the report said. 

  The "Shadow G8," which began offering recommendations to these summits three years ago, said Group members must overcome  tensions caused by the war in Iraq and focus on jointly tackling the economic aspects of current security problems. 

  WORLD ECONOMIC PROBLEMS 

  Reviewing world economic problems, the report said the summit should urge the United States "to avoid any new tax cuts that are not  aimed at immediate stimulus and to freeze the sizable tax cuts that are now scheduled." 

  Leaders should ask Europe to reform labour markets and pension systems, make the eurozone's Stability and Growth Pact more flexible and  modify the European Central Bank's guidelines to aim for an inflation target of one to three percent. The ECB currently defines price  stability as anything below two percent. 

  As for Japan, it recommended the summit urge Tokyo to write off non-performing loans in the banking system, expand reserves to the  financial system, provide further short-run fiscal stimulus and deregulate the economy aggressively. 

  "The most dramatic step that the G8 leaders could take at Evian...would be an agreement to eliminate all of their tariffs on industrial  products by a certain date (perhaps 2015 or 2020)," the report added. 

  It also called for more emergency oil stockpiles and said the summit should pressure Washington to take a more energetic approach to  combating climate change. But it added that "It would be hopeless and counterproductive to suggest that the United States should return  to the (Kyoto) protocol."

__________________________________________________________________________________________
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UN or UNEP in the news

UN urges Asia to tax polluters, lend to clean firms
THAILAND: May 21, 2003 - BANGKOK - The United Nations wants Asian governments to tax polluters and give cheap loans to help factories become more green, according to a paper released.
The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) said in a report released in Bangkok that Asia now had more consumers earning more than $7,000 a year than Western Europe and North American combined.
http://www.planetark.org/dailynewsstory.cfm/newsid/20850/story.htm 

UNEP urges Asia-Pacific towards a cleaner, greener development
IRNA, Tehran, May 20, 2003  - According to the United Nations Environment  Program (UNEP) there are now more 'middle to high income' consumers -- those earning more than US dlrs 7,000 per annum -- in Asia and the  Pacific than in Western Europe and North America combined, but such prosperity is only enjoyed by 26 percent of the region's population and UNEP is worried aspirations for further growth may  come at a high environmental price.                                                
http://www.irna.com/en/head/030520174824.ehe.shtml 

U.N. urges Asia to tax polluters, lend to clean firms 
ENN, 20 May 2003,  BANGKOK — The United Nations wants Asian governments to tax polluters and give cheap loans to help factories become more green, according to a paper released on Monday. 
The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) said in a report released in Bangkok that Asia now had more consumers earning more than $7,000 a year than Western Europe and North American combined.
 http://www.enn.com/news/2003-05-20/s_4501.asp 

ASIA-PACIFIC: UNEP Fears Prosperity May Bring Environmental Damage
In a background paper prepared for a sustainable development meeting that begins tomorrow in Indonesia, the U.N. Environment Program has expressed concern that increasing prosperity in Asia and the Pacific could lead to runaway environmental damage.

The United Nations said yesterday that there are now more people who earn at least $7,000 per year in the Asia-Pacific region than in Western Europe and North America combined, even though about three-fourths of people in the Asia-Pacific region do not enjoy such prosperity.  UNEP has expressed worry that the spread of prosperity to a larger portion of people in the Asia-Pacific region could lead to severe environmental damage.

"It is clear that the Earth's natural ecosystems will not cope with the style of industrialization and overconsumption seen in Europe or North America," said UNEP Deputy Executive Director Shafqat Kakakhel, who is scheduled to open the three-day meeting in Yogyakarta, Indonesia.

The deputy UNEP chief said rich countries bear most of the responsibility for adopting less environmentally damaging means of consumption and production but that rising fortunes in poorer countries mean the developing world must also play an active role in the transition.

In the background paper, UNEP said that if the rate of car ownership in China, Indonesia and India reaches the worldwide average, there will be 200 million additional cars in the world, a jump equal to twice the number of cars now present in the United States.  The U.N. agency also cited positive developments, including a survey that indicates developing countries' consumers are generally more aware of the environmental impact of their consumption than are consumers in developed countries (U.N. release, May 19).
UN Wire, May 20, 2003 - http://unfoundation.org/unwire/current.asp#33812 


UNEP, Indonesian govt to hold regional sustainable development meeting in Yogyakarta
Jakarta Post, May 21, 2003 - JAKARTA (JP): The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) on Tuesday warned Asian governments to curb Western-style consumerism, noting if car ownership in China, India and Indonesia reached the global average some 200 million vehicles would hit the streets. 
"It is clear that the earth's natural ecosystems will not cope with the style of industrialization and over consumption seen in Europe or North America," Shafqat Kakakhel, UNEP deputy executive director, told DPA on the eve of a three-day meeting on sustainable development to be held in Yogyakarta, starting Wednesday.  http://www.thejakartapost.com/detaillatestnews.asp?fileid=20030520140005&irec=8 


HEADLINE: United Nations urges Asian consumers to curb consumption 

DATELINE: Jakarta (Copyright 2003 Deutsche Presse-Agentur), May 20, 2003, Tuesday  - The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) on Tuesday warned Asian governments to curb Western-style consumerism, noting if car ownership in China, India and Indonesia reached the global average some 200 million vehicles would hit the streets. 

"It is clear that the earth's natural ecosystems will not cope with the style of industrialization and over consumption seen in Europe or North America," said Shafqat Kakakhel, UNEP deputy executive director, on the eve of a three-day regional meeting on sustainable development to be held in Yogyakarta, Central Java, starting Wednesday. 

A background paper prepared by the UNEP for the Yogyakarta meeting indicated if car ownership in China, India and Indonesia reached the global average, 200 million vehicles would be added to the global fleet, twice the number of all cars in the United States today. "The region's economic development agenda needs to be coupled with clean production processes and sustainable consumption patterns," said Kakakhel. 

The Yogyakarta Asia Pacific expert meeting for promoting sustainable consumption will draw 50 government, business and civil society representatives. 

The meeting, organized by UNEP and the Indonesian government, will offer the first opportunity for the governments in Asia-Pacific to identify their priorities for sustainable consumption and production actions, and will be compared with findings from Africa, the Americas and Europe at a meeting to be held in Marrakech, Morocco in June. 

According to the UNEP, there are now more "middle to high income" consumers - those earning more than 7,000 dollars per annum - in Asia and the Pacific than in Western Europe and North America combined. 

Such prosperity is only enjoyed by 26 per cent of the region's population, and UNEP expressed concern that aspirations for further growth may come at a high environmental price. 

Kakakhel said developed countries bore the lion's share of responsibility for shifting to cleaner, less wasteful production and consumption patterns. dpa pj rk 
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UN or UNEP in the news

Jakarta Post, 20 May:  UNEP, Indonesian govt to hold regional sustainable development meeting in Yogyakarta

JAKARTA (JP): The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) on Tuesday warned Asian governments to curb Western-style consumerism, noting if car ownership in China, India and Indonesia reached the global average some 200 million vehicles would hit the streets. 

"It is clear that the earth's natural ecosystems will not cope with the style of industrialization and over consumption seen in Europe or North America," Shafqat Kakakhel, UNEP deputy executive director, told DPA on the eve of a three-day meeting on sustainable development to be held in Yogyakarta, starting Wednesday. 

http://www.thejakartapost.com/detaillatestnews.asp?fileid=20030520140005&irec=3
Environment News

Le Figaro, 20 mai: La Charte de l'environnement inquiète les ecologists

PARIS (AFP) - Le projet de Charte de l'Environnement, qui doit être transmis au Conseil d'Etat cette semaine avant une présentation en Conseil des ministres fin juin, risque de rester lettre morte, voire d'opérer une régression par rapport au droit existant, craignent les écologistes. 

Mardi, le WWF-France organisait une conférence de presse pour marquer son "inquiétude" sur une charte qui risque d'être "compliquée et inefficace". 

La Charte, qui doit figurer dans la Constitution française à l'égal de la Déclaration des Droits de l'Homme de 1789, répond à un engagement du candidat Jacques Chirac……

Pour le WWF-France, la Charte ne peut constituer "une réelle avancée" qu'à quatre conditions. 

1 - La ratification doit se faire par référendum. Les trois quarts des Français y sont favorables, selon un sondage CSA réalisé pour le WWF. Mais seulement 38% se déclarent "tout à fait favorables" et 39% "plutôt favorables", ce qui laisse craindre une faible mobilisation. Le président de la République pourrait préférer la ratification par un vote des deux chambres réunies en Congrès. 

2 - Les citoyens réunis en association devraient avoir le droit de saisir le conseil constitutionnel, une possibilité réservée aujourd'hui au Président, au Premier ministre et aux parlementaires. Cela permettrait aux citoyens de contester des lois antérieures en contradiction avec la Charte. Mais le risque de contentieux est énorme notamment sur la chasse. 

3 - Intégrer le droit à l'environnement dans la future constitution européenne. 

4 - Créer un tribunal international pour juger les "crimes contre l'environnement". 85% des Français y sont favorables, selon le sondage. 

http://www.lefigaro.fr/perm/afp/sci/030520094852.199a4448.html
Le Figaro, 20 mai: Environnement: les 3/4 des Français jugent la législation insuffisante

PARIS (AFP) - Plus des trois quarts (77%) des Français jugent que la législation concernant la protection de l'environnement est insuffisante et souhaitent l'introduction du droit à l'environnement dans la Constitution par référendum, selon un sondage publié mardi par le WWF-France.

http://www.lefigaro.fr/perm/afp/sci/030520064549.sus6s3ca.html
Political news

__________________________________________________________________________________________
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www.ips.org
ENVIRONMENT-BRAZIL:
A Hybrid Revolution on Wheels 

Mario Osava 


RIO DE JANEIRO, May 20 (IPS) - Brazil is hopping on the bus in the new era of electric hybrid vehicles, which some experts say will revolutionise the automobile industry in the coming years, thanks to their energy efficiency and other environmentally-friendly advantages. 

Eletra, a small manufacturer in Sao Bernardo do Campo, a city in the Sao Paulo metropolitan region, began production of electric hybrid buses and trucks three years ago, and the first ones off the line have already been put to the test. 

A hybrid vehicle is any that utilises a combination of two or more sources of motive energy. In the case of the Eletra buses, it is electricity and diesel. 

The passengers on a busy route in Sao Paulo will be riding one of 16 of these new buses by the end of the year. The electric hybrid vehicles emit 90 percent less exhaust and 70 percent less carbon monoxide, a note of relief for one of the most polluted cities in the world. 

Eletra has exported three of these city buses to Chile, whose capital, Santiago, represents a major market for mass transit alternatives, due to its own air pollution problems. Deals are also being negotiated in Italy, Mexico, New Zealand and Panama. 

But there is a long way to go before Latin American cities fully adopt hybrid vehicles for public transportation. The initial outlay is more costly than for diesel-burning buses and there are no tax incentives in place to promote the use of ”clean” energy. 

This new automotive technology, announced in Japan in 1998, now drives some 200,000 cars manufactured by industry giants Honda and Toyota. There are also some U.S. hybrid models that are gradually gaining a piece of that market. 

”There has been a paradigm shift,” says Jayme Buarque de Holanda, director of the National Energy Efficiency Institute (INEE), the Rio-based non-governmental organisation that has taken off with the hybrid vehicle idea and promoted it through seminars and public presentations. 

The electric hybrid bus is driven by an electric motor, but also has a generator to produce additional electricity, which gives it greater independence than other electricity-driven forms of mass transit because it does not need the overhead cables that limit the range of electrical trolleys or the electrified tracks of light-rail trains. 

The very quiet motor of the hybrid vehicle burns the same diesel fuel used by conventional buses, but pollutes much less because it operates with ”fixed rotation”, without the increased power demands of combustion engines for start-up and inclines, Eletra's technical director Antonio Vicente explained in a conversation with IPS. 

A battery accumulates the energy saved when the traction force is not needed, such as when the car or bus is travelling on a decline or flat road, or when slowing, Vicente said. 

As a result, the generator can be less powerful and smaller, consuming at least 20 percent less fuel, reducing by the same portion the emissions of carbon dioxide, the main contributor to the greenhouse effect. 

The electric hybrid vehicle is really a rediscovery, because the technologies used -- traction and electrical generation -- have been around for more than a century, INEE's Buarque de Holanda told IPS. 

And it is apparently arriving late, but the truth is that hybrid vehicles were only recently made commercially viable as a result of electronic and computer technologies, he said. The operation of the car or bus requires computers for perfect control of the motor, power and timing to use and accumulate electricity. 

This was too expensive before the major advances in the applied technologies were made, added the expert. 

Furthermore, there were expectations that hydrogen would be the better successor to petroleum in economic and environmental terms, and only now are experts recognising the development of that alternative will take many more years, said Eletra chief Vicente. 

Meanwhile, the hybrid vehicle provides an immediate solution for reducing ur ban air pollution and fossil fuel use. 

The price of an Eletra bus is 20 to 30 percent higher than a conventional diesel-fuelled bus, but within three years that difference is compensated by operating costs that are 30 percent less, because it burns less fuel and needs fewer parts need replacing, and the bus itself lasts twice as long, Vicente said. 

The company hopes to conquer several markets abroad, beyond expanding within Brazil, because it can sell the buses for 150,000 dollars, which is less than half the price of the hybrid buses manufactured in the United States. 

Enthusiasm for the new hybrid technology is shared by Luiz Pecorelli Peres, professor at the University of Rio de Janeiro State, who two years ago founded the Electric Vehicle Research Group, having written his doctoral thesis on the topic. 

Pecorelli Peres commented that the hybrid engines are part of a global trend, responding to market demand and environmental requirements, and the automobile industry in general will have to give in to ”this inevitable fact.” 

Buarque de Holanda noted that, in environmental terms, the benefits of hybrid vehicles could be improved using alcohol and vegetable oils for fuel instead of petroleum derivatives. 

The advantages for transportation constitute the first phase. Hybrid motors could ultimately serve as a backup generator of electricity for homes and hospitals, said the INEE director, who added that three small motors could produce sufficient energy for a building with 40 flats. 

Promoting energy efficiency -- ”excellent” in the hybrid engine -- is the mission of the non-governmental INEE. 

Buarque de Holanda says research is also underway to take advantage of vehicle energy that is dispersed in the form of engine heat, which he calculates to represent ”a third of the fuel consumed.” 

By channelling the heat into energy production, it could ultimately run air-cooling units, he said. (END/2003)

__________________________________________________________________________________________

ROWA MEDIA UPDATE

Iraq
The head of the UN nuclear watchdog agency warned yesterday that a nuclear contamination emergency may be developing in Iraq and appealed to the US to let his experts back into the country.

"I am deeply concerned by the almost daily reports of looting and destruction at nuclear sites," said International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) chief Moha-mmed El Baradei.

He was especially worried "about the potential radiological safety and security implications of nuclear and radiological materials that may no longer be under control".

He said the reports the IAEA has received described uranium being emptied on the ground from containers then taken for domestic use and radioactive sources being stolen and removed from their shielding.

The UN agency has warned that stolen radioactive material could end up in the hands of terrorists who could use it to make dirty bombs.

The IAEA has received no response from WashingtonN agency warns of nuclear risk.

http://www.gulf-daily-news.com/arc_Articles.asp?Article=52200&Sn=WORL&IssueID=26061
Bahrain
Harbour site 'has rich marine life'
ENVIRONMENT experts say a coastal area of Bahrain supposedly devoid of marine life is actually teeming with sea creatures and plants.

An environmental impact assessment being carried out at the site of the Bahrain Financial Harbour has uncovered three species of sea slugs, three species of seagrass and a wide range of fish.

The assessment is almost halfway through completion and looks at the natural, social and economic impact of the project on the Manama coastline.

http://www.gulf-daily-news.com/arc_Articles.asp?Article=52168&Sn=BNEW&IssueID=26061
UAE
Marine information a click away

The Dubai Municipality is providing the public with access to marine information obtained through its Dubai Coastal Zone Monitoring Programme, the first of its kind in the region, it was announced by Abdul Redha Abulhassan, Head of the Projects Construction Section at the General Projects Department, at the launch of a dedicated information web site: www.dubaicoast.org for the programme.

http://www.khaleejtimes.com/Displayarticle.asp?section=theuae&xfile=data/theuae/2003/may/theuae_may365.xml
A Seminar on the International Agreements on the Trade of the  Endangered Animals

The Dubai Municipality in coordination with ERWDA organized a seminar on the International Agreements on the Trade of the Endangered Animals and Plants (CITES).  

  http://www.albayan.co.ae/albayan/2003/05/20/mhl/6.htm

__________________________________________________________________________________________



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

*
Annan says he’ll move quickly on special envoy once Security Council acts

*
UN agencies push on with relief work

*
Value of UN’s Oil-for-Food relief items approaches $1 billion

Other news

*
DR of Congo: UN mission patrols Bunia, reassures local population 

*
UN envoy says recent developments give ‘glimmer of hope’ to Middle East peace

*
10,000 Liberians flee to Côte d’Ivoire fearing rebel attack – UN refugee agency

*
UN helps Timor-Leste celebrate first anniversary of independence

*
Afghanistan: UN launches joint project to reform prison system

*
Anti-polio drive by UNICEF highlights Afghanistan’s day of unity for children

*
UN tribunal gives prosecutors 100 extra days to wrap up case against Milosevic

*
Former Yugoslav army officer set to appear before UN tribunal

*
UNICEF chief to launch initiative to boost girls’ school enrolment in Pakistan

*
UN requests $84 million for ‘silent crisis’ in Haiti

*
WHO removes Philippines from list of areas with recent local SARS transmission

*
UN health agency launches manual on medicine pricing in effort to lower costs

*
Chief of UN refugee agency heading to United States for official visit

* * *

Iraq: Secretary-General

20 May – United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan said today he would move “very quickly” to appoint a Special Representative for Iraq as soon as the Security Council passes a resolution to that effect.

Asked on arrival at UN Headquarters in New York how quickly he would move to appoint the Special Representative, Mr. Annan told reporters: “Well, once a resolution is passed I will move very quickly to appoint a Special Representative who would take up his job, his work in Iraq, as soon as is practicable. I think the resolution, which is still under discussion and hasn’t been passed yet, has seen many changes and I don’t know what is going to happen today.”

The appointment of a Special Representative is one of the clauses of a revised draft resolution co-sponsored by the United States, United Kingdom and Spain. The text envisages setting in motion interim arrangements for Iraq by lifting sanctions, restoring economic activity by resuming oil sales, and setting up a government infrastructure under an Authority run by the United States and its coalition partners.

Several Security Council members have called for strengthening the UN role in post-war Iraq, and the new draft has some enhancements over the previous version, which called for Mr. Annan to appoint a special coordinator. A special representative has higher authority.

The draft also includes among the special representative’s duties “working intensively with the Authority, the people of Iraq and others concerned to advance efforts to restore and establish national and local institutions for representative governance, including by collaborating to facilitate a process leading to an internationally recognized, representative government of Iraq.”

The previous version of this clause left out the word “intensively” and the reference to the process of establishing a representative government of Iraq.

The governments of the Council’s 15 members are considering the new draft and consultations among their representatives to the UN in New York were held this afternoon.

* * *

Iraq: humanitarian

20 May – United Nations relief agencies continued to step up their activities in Iraq today, both from the overall standpoint of general coordination and from the more specific focus of settling special issues.

The top UN relief official in Iraq, Ramiro Lopes da Silva, met with representatives of non-government organizations in Baghdad as part of the UN’s continued efforts to coordinate activity in the humanitarian field.

Mr. Lopes da Silva, UN Humanitarian Coordinator for Iraq, has already met with top US civilian authorities in Iraq and the heads of the UN specialized agencies as part of his efforts to bring humanitarian efforts up to full speed following the war.

For its part, the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) is trying to resolve the issue of up to 1,000 Iranians who left their long-time refugee settlements in eastern Iraq because of security problems and looting in late April and have since been waiting in makeshift border camps for the green light from Iran to cross home.

“We have asked the Islamic Republic of Iran to permit these anxious refugees to cross homewards as soon as possible,” UNHCR spokesperson Ron Redmond told reporters in Geneva.

“While we are awaiting a definitive reply from Tehran on when they will be allowed to re-enter Iran, there are indications following discussions this morning with BAFIA, Iran’s refugee agency, that Tehran may repatriate these refugees later this week. Our staff based in Basra, in southern Iraq, are on stand-by to help assist this return movement,” he added.

More than 4,500 of the 23,000 Iranian refugees residing in Iraq had previously been cleared by the Iranian Government to return home. Some of them are among those waiting at the border.

* * *
Iraq: Oil-for-Food

20 May – The total value of priority items from the United Nations Oil-for-Food humanitarian pipeline that can be shipped to Iraq has more than doubled to $949 million thanks to the Security Council’s three-week extension of the programme, on which 60 per cent of Iraqis depend as their sole source of sustenance.

Before the Council extended Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s authority last month to run the programme for another three weeks until 3 June, the total stood at $455 million.

The UN Office of the Iraq Programme (OIP), which oversees the programme, under which Baghdad was allowed to use part of its oil revenues to buy food and humanitarian supplies, said today that most of the supplies were in the food ($463 million), electricity ($239 million), agriculture ($119 million) and health ($88 million) sectors. 

The programme was temporarily halted on 17 March after the withdrawal of all UN staff from Iraq on the eve of hostilities. The Council adopted a resolution on 28 March giving Mr. Annan more authority to administer the operation for the next 45 days, until 12 May, including prioritizing deliveries and finding new entry ports to speed their shipment. It extended the Secretary-General’s powers on 24 April.

* * *

DR of Congo

20 May – With the relative calm holding in the northeastern Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), the United Nations mission in the country continues to patrol the town of Bunia, trying to ease ethnic tensions and reassure the terrified local population.

According to a UN spokesman in New York, the overall situation in the DRC remains calm, but tense. The UN Organization Mission (MONUC) has been conducting patrols in Bunia, in order to reduce tensions and reassure the local population, much of which is in town during the day, returning to the area around MONUC headquarters at night for safety, Stephane Dujurric de la Riviere said. 
Meanwhile, the remains of the two UN military observers killed last week in Mongbwalu have been transported back to Kinshasa. MONUC has begun a detailed investigation, in order to establish the facts from among the many conflicting accounts of what took place. “The UN is also taking very seriously reports of threats made against other UNMOs as well as civilian staff,” Mr. Dujurric de la Riviere said.

In Kinshasa, discussions by the parties on the distribution of military and ministerial posts for the transitional government remain deadlocked. MONUC and the International Commission for the Support of the Transition are working with those concerned to break the deadlock. 

On the humanitarian front, aid workers continue to provide urgently needed assistance to the internally displaced persons (IDPs) in town and at the airport in Bunia. Additional staff from the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) returned to Bunia today, bringing with them stocks of medicines. Limited amounts of water are also now available. 

The spokesman said IDP flows out of Bunia are still of concern to the humanitarian community. To this end, UN officials planned tomorrow to undertake a humanitarian assessment mission outside of Bunia, to determine the situation of IDPs outside of the town.

* * *

Middle East

20 May – Although living conditions in both Israel and the Palestinian areas were worsening, there has been significant and historic political developments in the Middle East peace process that provided a “ray of light and a glimmer of hope,” the senior United Nations envoy for that region, Terje Roed-Larsen, said today.

In a press briefing at UN Headquarters in New York, Mr. Roed-Larsen noted the region has seen two paradoxical and contradictory developments – on the one hand, the worsening economic situation faced by Palestinians as well as the spate of terror attacks on Israelis, and the recent appointment of a Palestinian Prime Minister and the presentation of the Road Map by the diplomatic Quartet on the other.

The UN envoy told reporters that in Palestinian areas there was an unemployment rate of 50 per cent and in Gaza alone, 75 per cent of the people lived in below the poverty level. “These simple figures illustrate how horrible the situation is,” said Mr. Roed-Larsen, Special Coordinator for the Middle East Peace Process. “At the same time, the murderous terrorist attacks on Israeli citizens are continuing [and] emanating from the Palestinian territories.”

Meanwhile, there had been significant and historic developments in the diplomatic arena, he said, starting with the appointment of Abu Mazen as the first Palestinian Prime Minister, who was seen as a credible partner by both Israel and the United States. A second key sign of progress had been the presentation of the Quartet’s Road Map based on US President George W. Bush’s vision of the establishment of a Palestinian state living peacefully with Israel within secure borders. The Quartet comprises the Russian Federation, United States, European Union and the UN.

“All this produces a situation where for the first time there is a ray of light, a glimmer of hope,” Mr. Roed-Larsen said, adding that what he and Secretary-General Kofi Annan hoped was for Israel to move forward to the negotiating table, as had been stated by the new Palestinian Prime Minister, who said that he accepted the Road Map and would start implementing it.

“Within the next few weeks, we will see where we are heading. We can head back to the negotiating table and have a real peace process once again, or everything can be derailed,” Mr. Roed-Larsen said. “Of course, the latest murderous suicide attacks on Israel are not helpful at all, and are also undermining the very possibility of Abu Mazen to implement his anti-terrorism programme and his intentions and efforts to implement the Road Map.”

* * *

Liberia

20 May – In the continuing ebb and flow of refugees uprooted by the civil wars in West Africa, more than 10,000 refugees, primarily Liberians, fled from southern Liberia into neighbouring Côte d’Ivoire over the past 72 hours in fear of rebel attacks, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) reported today.

UNHCR called on the rebels to protect the civilian population, including the large number of refugees and third-country nationals who had previously found refuge in Liberia after fleeing in the opposite direction from the fighting in Côte d’Ivoire.

According to sketchy reports, the agency said the recently formed Liberian rebel movement, MODEL (Movement for Democracy in Liberia), captured Harper, the main town in Liberia’s southeastern Maryland County on Monday.

Hundreds of civilians began fleeing southern Liberia late last week after reports of the alleged torture by unknown attackers of an official in River Gee County, which neighbours Maryland County. Over the weekend, UNHCR’s office in Tabou, Côte d’Ivoire, received reports of increasing numbers of arrivals around Prollo, Pato Ide and other border crossing points.

UNHCR teams sent to the border found many frightened civilians who had fled Liberia in a hurry. They said they left after hearing rumours that the rebels were approaching, but none had seen any fighting, however. They crossed the Cavally River into Côte d’Ivoire by boat.

Border monitors also reported that gunfire was heard overnight Sunday and Monday morning on the Liberian side of the border, near the town of Pleebo. UNHCR and its partners are monitoring the border and providing transport to some of the new arrivals, about 750 of whom have been taken to a transit centre in Tabou. But most of the estimated 10,000 new arrivals are staying in surrounding villages.

The new refugee influx into Côte d’Ivoire occurred as High Commissioner Ruud Lubbers was concluding an eight-day, five-nation tour of West Africa. He returned to Geneva yesterday.

* * *

Timor-Leste

20 May – The United Nations mission in Timor-Leste helped the fledgling nation celebrate its first anniversary of independence today by opening an exhibition with some 80 photos, slide shows and videos highlighting the partnership between the UN and the Timorese people.

Speaking at the opening ceremony, President Xanana Gusmão said that as the UN Mission of Support in East Timor (UNMISET) entered its final year, “to know that the commitment and support of the UN to Timor-Leste will continue [beyond UNMISET] makes us confident in the future.”

The Timor-Leste Government decided to commemorate the first anniversary in a decentralized manner in all the 13 districts with soccer matches and cultural activities, assisted by UNMISET and other UN agencies.

* * *
Afghanistan

20 May – The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) has joined with the Afghan Ministry of Justice to launch a two-year project to reform the country’s prison system.

The project, which was launched with the signing of a document on prison reform last Saturday in Kabul, will include the setting up of a special detention centre for women, special attention to the needs of women with young children, and the rehabilitation of prisons and improvement of prison conditions there.

According to the UNODC, the new initiative also involves the revision of national legislation on the rules and regulations of prisons and the establishment of a Prison Administration Department in the Ministry of Justice as the focal point for all prison-related matters, including a national policy for detained women.

The two-year project has a total budget of $2 million, funded largely by the Italian Government. It is a component of the UNODC Criminal Justice Reform Programme in Afghanistan, and was developed in close consultation with the Judicial Commission, the Ministry of Justice and other UN agencies, including the UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA), the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF), the UN Development Programme (UNDP) and the UN Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM).

* * *

Afghanistan

20 May – Afghanistan’s successful polio eradication campaign, with the help of the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), as well as a host of other vital efforts to improve the lives of young people were among the highlights of the country’s observance of a national day of unity for youngsters today.

The designation by President Hamid Karzai of a “National Day of Unity for Children” comes as the drive towards a polio-free Afghanistan enters the last mile with the start today of the second National Immunization Days (NID) campaign for 2003, which aims to vaccinate 6 million Afghan children against the crippling disease.

School children in Afghanistan will also be celebrating when a host of new and renovated schools open – part of UNICEF’s ongoing efforts with the Ministry of Education to bring youngsters back into the education process. A nationwide programme and enthusiastic participation by the Afghan children has generated real results in a country where not long ago, education for girls was virtually banned.

The agency’s “Back to School” campaign has seen attendance double over the last two years – this academic year, 4.2 million primary school children are expected to return to the classroom, many of them girls.

“Promoting unity through child rights is one long-term solution to problems of ethnic conflict and political instability,” UNICEF Executive Director Carol Bellamy said. “But to be effective those rights must kept at the top of the agenda today and every day. That means taking action and delivering the services these children need.”

* * *

ICTY

20 May – Judges in Slobodan Milosevic’s war crimes trial underway at the United Nations International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) have given prosecutors an additional 100 trial days to complete their case against the former Yugoslav president.

In a written decision handed down today by presiding Judge Richard May, The Hague-based court granted prosecutors 100 extra days in court from 16 May – the original date by which the evidentiary process was to have been completed – to present evidence from some 118 witnesses and wrap up the case.

Prosecutors had appealed earlier this month for an indefinite extension, chiefly until all prosecution witnesses could be identified and allowed to testify. But the lawyers appointed by the court to advise Mr. Milosevic, who is mounting his own defence, argued that by granting such a request, the prosecution case could become “excessively long and oppressive.”

Judge May said the extra 100 days struck a balance between the two opposing views. He noted that while an indefinite extension would make the trial excessively long, namely for the accused “who has to meet this case and mount a defence,” it would be “in the interests of justice to allow some variation in the time limit to allow the prosecution more time to call further witnesses it regards as essential.”

The trial, which started in February 2002, has been disrupted by Mr. Milosevic’s frequent bouts of ill health. It has heard evidence from more than 180 witnesses covering three conflicts spanning almost a decade of his 13-year rule. In April, the court had agreed to an extra 54 trial days to make up for some of the lost days. The Tribunal takes a three-week break in August and also takes regular breaks to allow Mr. Milosevic to rest.

* * *
ICTY

20 May – A former Yugoslav army officer will make his initial appearance tomorrow before the United Nations International Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) on multiple counts of war crimes allegedly committed during the 1991 assault on Vukovar.

Capt. Miroslav Radic faces two counts relating to wilful killing and causing great suffering. He is also charged with two counts of violations of the laws of war and another two counts of crimes against humanity.

The charges stem from the events of November 1991 when the federal Yugoslav Peoples Army (JNA) surrounded the city of Vukovar and engaged in a sustained artillery assault on the city, according the indictment. In the last days of the siege, several hundred people sought refuge at Vukovar Hospital.

JNA and Serb paramilitary soldiers – under the command or supervision of Captain Radic, Mile Mrksic, Veselin Sljivancanin and aided by Slavko Dokmanovic – removed about 400 non-Serb individuals from the Vukovar Hospital and then transported around 300 of them to a farm building in Ovcara, where they beat them for several hours.

Afterwards, soldiers transported their non-Serb captives, in groups of about 10 to 20, to a site between the Ovcara farm and Grabovo, where they shot killed at least 198 men and 2 women. Bulldozer buried the bodies of the victim in a mass grave at the same location.

Captain Radic commanded a special infantry unit of the JNA, which was a component of the Guards Brigade from Belgrade.

* * *
Pakistan

20 May – The head of the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) is travelling to Pakistan to launch a national initiative for the acceleration of girls’ education in that country.

The Girls’ Education initiative, to be launched tomorrow in Islamabad by Executive Director Carol Bellamy, is part of UNICEF’s campaign to help countries rapidly increase the number of girls in school over the next two years. The campaign is beginning in 25 countries where girls’ education is in a critical state, and includes six South Asian countries.

“Some 43 million children are out of school in South Asia. Over half of these are girls,” UNICEF said. “This calls for urgent investments and a scaling up of interventions in the region to ensure all children, particularly girls, receive a quality basic education.”

Failure to act with immediacy, to recognize the value of investing in girls and to address girls’ education will be a costly mistake for the region, the agency warned.

UNICEF will work with the Pakistani Government to mobilize new resources, build broad national consensus about the need to get girls to school, and help improve schools themselves to make them more welcoming to girls.

During her three-day visit, Ms. Bellamy is expected to attend the Ministerial Meeting of the South Asia Education For All Forum, where she will deliver the keynote address.

* * *

Haiti

20 May – The United Nations team in Haiti has appealed for $84 million for an emergency programme to assist the country’s poorest communities facing an unprecedented economic crisis and deteriorating social conditions that have largely gone unnoticed by the international media. 

“The appeal constitutes an urgent effort by the UN system to focus attention on a silent, chronic and forgotten crisis in Haiti,” Adama Guindo, UN Development Programme (UNDP) Resident Representative, said. 

Haiti, where two-thirds of the population live below the poverty line, is among the poorest countries in the Americas, UNDP said. Only half of adults are literate, and the school dropout rate has accelerated, due in part to the economic crisis. Haiti is also very vulnerable to natural disasters such as hurricanes, and poor roads and communications hinder effective responses to such emergencies. 

UNDP said it has developed 21 projects totalling nearly $22 million to improve public administration at the community level, create jobs and provide small loans to help the poorest improve their livelihoods. In addition, programmes will also aim to curb the spread of small arms and community violence, and reduce the risks posed by natural disasters. 

Despite the difficult political situation, Mr. Guindo stated, the initial reaction from some of the main donors looks promising. UNDP and the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) are coordinating the appeal, supported by national and international civil society organizations. 

* * *

SARS

20 May – The United Nations World Health Organization (WHO) today removed the Philippines from the list of areas with recent local transmission of the Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS), saying 20 days have passed with no new cases detected.

WHO said the last locally acquired probable case was isolated on 30 April, meaning that opportunities for the virus to spread to others were significantly reduced. The agency said this is a reliable indication transmission has been interrupted as 20 days represent twice the maximum incubation period.

The Philippines Department of Health has, to date, reported a total of 12 probable SARS cases and two deaths, WHO said. Local officials promptly and extensively investigated all cases, and all were linked to source cases.

The Department of Health today also told WHO that active surveillance has been ongoing since 17 March to detect and investigate any new SARS cases in the country’s 16 regions, all of whom report daily on whether any suspect cases have been identified.

WHO said the efficient surveillance and reporting system in the Philippines, which reflects strong political commitment and a high level of awareness among health staff, confers an additional level of assurance that no local transmission is now occurring.

As of today, a cumulative total of 7,919 probable cases, with 662 deaths, have been reported from 28 countries.

* * *

Medicine prices

20 May – In an effort to lower the cost of medicine the United Nations health agency today released a new manual, outlining how to collect data for 30 widely used medications to identify how prices for patients are determined.

The manual, Medicine Prices, released in Geneva by the UN World Health Organization (WHO) and Health Action International (HAI), a non-profit network of health and consumer groups in more than 70 countries, will particularly benefit governments, consumer associations, non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and other groups in purchasing medicines by providing information on price composition and price differences.

It proposes a price survey methodology, suggests how to analyze price data, and identifies broad policy options to achieve more affordable prices. In short, it will allow buyers and procurers of medicines to make more informed, cost-effective choices, and will contribute to global knowledge on medicine pricing, WHO said.

Medicine prices vary between countries and regions. In developing countries, where poverty places medicines out of reach of one-third of the population, people who do have some access sometimes pay more than in industrialized countries for the same medicine. Most of this money is paid out-of-pocket, as health insurance is often lacking.

The manual offers a new approach to measuring the cost of medicines. Among other things, it encourages comparison of prices of innovator brand products with their generic equivalents.  In field tests, 30 days of ulcer treatment with the innovator brand of ranitidine was found to cost the equivalent of 50 days’ wages in Cameroon and 20 days in Kenya, while the generic ranitidine cost 24 and eight days’ wages respectively.

The manual also highlights the difference between procurement and consumer prices. The latter include mark-ups, taxes, tariffs and other charges. Pilot-testing in Peru showed that local cost add-ons raised the imported price of generic ranitidine from $2.90 for 20 tablets to $7.20 retail.

Analysis of price components allows greater clarity on whether price differences originate with manufacturers, local distribution systems, dispensing fees, taxes and other local factors. Field tests in a number of low- and middle-income countries show that the consumer price of nifedipine, a drug used for hyper-tension, is six times higher in South Africa than in Brazil, with intermediate prices found in Ghana and the Philippines.

It is not unusual for people in developing countries to pay more for medicines than consumers in industrialized countries, both in relation to their income and even in absolute terms.  In 2000, lamivudine, used in the management of HIV/AIDS, was found on average to be 20 per cent more expensive in Africa than in 10 industrialized countries. Average income levels in Africa are about 2 per cent of those in the high income industrialized countries, so the difference in affordability is severe.

* * *

UNHCR

20 May – The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) is set to embark tomorrow for his annual visit to the United States, where he is expected to meet with senior government officials in an effort to highlight the agency’s major operations that require greater attention and support.

According to a UNHCR spokesman, during his three-day visit, Ruud Lubbers is expected to focus on the dire need in West Africa and Afghanistan.

Mr. Lubbers, who just completed an eight-day visit to West Africa, will discuss his findings and impressions from that mission. Additional programmes in Africa will also be covered, including East Africa, where the High Commissioner travelled in mid-April.

The repatriation of Iraqi refugees, US domestic issues, including the need to offer temporary protection to Colombians, as well as UNHCR’s management issues and the overall funding situation for 2004 are likely to be key issues also to be discussed.

The United States is UNHCR’s single largest donor.

* *** *

_________________________________________________________________________________________

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 Stephane Dujarric, Associate Deputy Spokesman for the Secretary-General.


Good Afternoon.


**Guest at Noon

The guest at today’s briefing will be Terje Roed Larsen, the UN’s Special Coordinator for the Middle East Peace Process. As you know, he updated the Security Council yesterday on the diplomatic, security and humanitarian situation in the Middle East, including the recent presentation of the “Road Map”. Mr. Larsen will join us shortly.


**Visitors

I would like to extend a welcome today to five Nigerian journalists, all Fellows from Freedom House. So, welcome to you. More visitors, I see. Thank you.


**Security Council

Today at 3:30 p.m., the Security Council is scheduled to hold consultations on a draft resolution on Iraq, which was presented yesterday afternoon by the United States, the United Kingdom and Spain.


For the record, the Security Council yesterday afternoon voted unanimously to approve changes in the statute for the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda, to allow judges who are leaving the Tribunal to finish work on ongoing cases before they depart.


**Iraq

This morning, the UN Humanitarian Coordinator for Iraq, Ramiro Lopes

da Silva, met with representatives of the NGO community in Baghdad as part of the UN’s continued efforts to coordinate activities in the humanitarian field.


Today, the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees said that up to 1,000 Iranians, who had left their long-time refugee settlements in eastern Iraq, because of security problems and incidents of looting in late April, remained encamped in makeshift border sites, waiting for the green light to return home to Iran. UNHCR has asked Iran to permit those refugees to cross home as soon as possible.


From here, the Office of the Iraq Programme, in its weekly update, tells us that the total value of priority items from the “oil-for-food” programme’s humanitarian pipeline that can be shipped to Iraq by 3 June has reached

$949 million. Most of these supplies are in the food, electricity, agriculture and health sectors.


The UN agencies and programmes actively involved in the review of the oil-for-food pipeline are currently looking at additional ‘shippable’ contracts worth about $330 million.


The update from the oil-for-food programme is available upstairs.


**DRC

Turning to the situation in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, the overall situation in the northeastern part of the DRC remains calm, but tense. The UN Mission in that country, MONUC, has been conducting patrols in Bunia, in order to reduce tensions and reassure the local population, much of which is in town during the day, and returning to the area around MONUC headquarters at night for safety reasons.


The remains of the two military observers killed last week in Mangbwalu have now been transported back to Kinshasa. The UN Mission has begun a detailed investigation, in order to establish the facts from among the many conflicting accounts of their deaths. The UN is also taking very seriously reports of threats made against other UN military observers as well as civilian staff.


Humanitarian officers continued to provide urgently needed humanitarian assistance to the internally displaced people in town and at the airport in Bunia. UN officials plan tomorrow to undertake a humanitarian assessment mission outside of town, to determine the situation of IDPs in that area.


The UN High Commissioner for Refugees estimates that nearly 20,000 people have fled to Uganda following the ethnic clashes in the Ituri region. There are growing fears that more refugees could be on their way to Uganda, trying to tag on to Uganda forces as they make their way out of the country.


**Security Council –- Missions
Concerning the Security Council and its upcoming trip to the Central African region, Ambassador Jean-Marc de la Sablière of France will brief you on 4 June at the noon briefing on the upcoming Security Council mission, which he will lead from 7 June to 16 June. The mission intends to visit South Africa, Angola, Democratic Republic of the Congo, Burundi, Rwanda, Uganda as well as Tanzania.


**Liberia -- Refugees

The Office of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees reported today that more than 10,000 people, primarily Liberians, have crossed from southern Liberia into neighbouring Côte d'Ivoire over the past 72 hours.


According to sketchy reports from NGOs, refugees and UNHCR staff on the border, Harper, which is the main town in Liberia's south-eastern Maryland County, was taken on Monday morning by members of the recently formed Liberian rebel movement, MODEL, Movement for Democracy in Liberia.


UNHCR is appealing to the rebels to protect the civilian population, including the large number of refugees and third country nationals who had previously found refuge in Harper after fleeing Côte d'Ivoire.


**Timor-Leste

From Timor-Leste, Timor-Leste celebrated its first anniversary of independence today. To mark the occasion, the UN Mission in the country, UNMISET, opened a Photo Exhibition with some 80 photos, slide shows and videos highlighting the partnership between the UN and the Timorese people.


Speaking at the opening ceremony, President Xanana Gusmao said that as UNMISET entered its final year, “to know that the commitment and support of the UN to Timor-Leste will continue well beyond the mandate makes us confident of the future”.


The Timor-Leste Government decided to commemorate the first anniversary in a decentralized manner in all the 13 districts with football matches and cultural activities, assisted by the UN Mission and other UN agencies. A match was held between President Gusmao and government officials, on the one hand, and UN senior management, on the other -- the Timorese team won 2-0. Good news for them, bad news for us.


**Afghanistan

On Afghanistan, the Office on Drugs and Crime has launched a project, in cooperation with the Afghan Ministry of Justice, to reform Afghanistan’s prison system.


The project, which was launched with the signing of a document on prison reform last Saturday in Kabul, will include the setting up of a special detention centre for women, special attention to the needs of women with young children, and the rehabilitation of prisons and improvement of prison conditions in Kabul. The two-year project has a total budget of $2 million, funded largely by the Italian Government.


Meanwhile, Afghan President Hamid Karzai designated today as the National Day of Unity for Children, which is being marked with the start of a campaign to vaccinate 6 million Afghan children against polio between today and Thursday.


Carol Bellamy, the Executive Director of the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF), welcomed the declaration of the Day of Unity for Children, adding that children’s rights “must be kept at the top of the agenda today and every day”. We have a press release from UNICEF with more information on that programme.


**Bellamy in Pakistan

Also on UNICEF, Carol Bellamy, will be in Pakistan from tomorrow for a three-day visit. She will launch a national initiative on girls’ education tomorrow and on Thursday she will deliver the keynote address at the Ministerial Meeting of the South Asia Education For All Forum. There are some 43 million children out of school in South Asia and over half of these are girls.


**ICTY

From The Hague, the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia decided to grant an additional 100 days for prosecutors to complete the presentation of evidence in the trial of former Yugoslav President Slobodan Milosevic.


The prosecution had until 16 May –- that is, last Friday –- to present evidence, and had complained that the fixed amount of time to present its case limited the number of witnesses it could call. The Trial Chamber agreed that it would be in the interest of justice to allow the prosecution time to call further witnesses, but also said there was a need to strike a balance to prevent the prosecution’s case from being excessively long.


We have a press release upstairs with further details on that decision, and also one on the initial appearance before the Tribunal tomorrow of Miroslav Radic, a former Yugoslav Army officer who was transferred to the detention unit at The Hague last Saturday.




UNEP and the Executive Director in the News


� HYPERLINK  \l "Arabs" ��Reuters - Marsh Arabs cling to destroyed world�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Wetland" ��NY Village Voice - A Plan to Restore Iraq's Wetland Graveyard�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Consumption" ��Deutsche Presse-Agentur - United Nations urges Asian consumers to curb consumption� 


� HYPERLINK  \l "Chimps" ��The Guardian (London) -Family matters: This week, scientists claimed that chimps� …


� HYPERLINK  \l "Development" ��The Jakarta Post - UNEP, Indonesian govt to hold regional sustainable development meeting in Yogyakarta�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Targets" ��UNWIRE - European Ministers To Adopt New Targets;� 


� HYPERLINK  \l "GEF" ��UNWIRE - LAND DEGRADATION: Global Environment Facility  (GEF) Paves Way For Help�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Flooding" ��IRIN News - KENYA: Flooding prevents delivery of supplies to south Sudan�
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