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Global environmental issues such as climate change and sustainability are not being given enough attention by governments, OECD Environment Ministers have been told at a meeting with NGOs in Paris this week. 

Groups including Friends of the Earth, Greenpeace and the Climate Action Network called for a stronger leadership policy on green issues, through a range of specific actions such as reaffirming commitment to Kyoto, reducing resource usage and strengthening the UNEP. 

"The rich nations have grudgingly accepted the particular role they must play in tackling the pressing environmental problems now facing our planet. But considering the wealth and power of these countries, their performance is truly lamentable,” said Friends of the Earth International Vice Chair, Tony Juniper. ”These country leaders need to start taking their own environmental speeches seriously and to show some real political commitment. A first basic step would be entry into force of the Kyoto Protocol - and George Bush could announce his intention to make that happen today." 

John Hontelez, Secretary General of the European Environmental Bureau added; "Decoupling economic growth from environmental pressure has become part of the vocabulary of the OECD's political leaders. But we need to go from words to action: all rich countries must embark on a consistent policy composed of legislation and financial instruments to achieve drastic reductions of resource use of our societies.” __________________________________________________________________________________________

The Nation (Nairobi) 
UN Report On Development Faults Kenya 

The Nation (Nairobi) 
NEWS
April 21, 2004 
Posted to the web April 21, 2004 

By Nation Correspondent
New York 
The United Nations says Kenya is not on track to meet the Millennium Development Goals. 

A report circulated at the UN headquarters here on Monday bands Kenya with Ethiopia, Senegal and Uganda on a list of 60 developing countries that are off-target. 

Among other targets, the MDGs call for a reduction of the global population living in absolute poverty by half by 2015 and for significant improvement in the lives of 100 million slum dwellers around the world by 2020. 

The report was circulated to delegates to the Commission on Sustainable Development conference, which started on Monday. It was prepared by the special adviser to UN secretary-general on the MDGs, Prof Jeffrey Sach. 

During the opening ceremony, speakers painted a gloomy picture of the record of success in efforts to realise development goals. 

Instead, things had gone from bad to worse - the poor, especially women, growing poorer. Speakers called for more investments to improve water and sanitation in developing countries. Lack of money, speakers said, was a major hindrance to progress. 

However, participants praised the UNDP for having invested more than $1 billion in water projects in more than 120 countries in the past decade . Kenya, Tanzania and Uganda were cited as some of the beneficiaries of community-based water projects. 

These projects are part of an initiative that is supported by the Swedish government and the Global Environmental Facility's Small Grants Programme. 

Kenya aside, most other developing countries have achieved very little in this respect. Indeed, "gloomy statistics" dominated the opening ceremony with Mrs Tibaijuka, stating that 1.4 billion and 2.7 billion people still lack access to safe water and basic sanitation, respectively. 

In a considerably emotional tone, Mrs Tibaijuka called on the community of nations to cease handling the water and sanitation crisis in a "business-as-usual" manner, and to give water provision and access for the poor top priority. 

"In a world where two million children die, needlessly, every year, for lack of water or for consuming it in poor quality, what could be a better starting point than to reduce such child mortality?" 

She also reiterated the need to focus on urban settlements and particularly slums, which now host 930 million people, and on women in Third World Countries "who pay a heavy price in procuring water for their families through daily drudgery and lost opportunities." 

In his address, UNEP's Executive Director, Dr Klaus Toepfer, urged countries to incorporate private businesses in water and sanitation provision. 

"What we are facing is not a water-quantity crisis; we have the water, but we have not been managing it well neither have we adopted clear-cut partnerships that would bring different stakeholders on board." 

"There can be no clean water without giving adequate attention to sanitation" said Norwegian minister for the Environment, who recognized that for the unfortunate two billion poor people to get access to improved sanitation by 2015, $63 billion is required each year. 

Lack of money, many speakers said, is one of the most critical factors hindering the implementation of the Habitat Agenda set in the Rio Summit in 1992 and in meeting the 2015 millennium development goals. The biggest problem has been due to under-investment in rural sanitation and in wastewater treatment. 

However, participants hailed the contribution of the UNDP, which - over the last decade - has invested over $1 billion (Ksh78 billion) in water supplies projects in more than 120 countries. 

Kenya, Tanzania and Uganda were cited as some of the beneficiaries of a number of community-based water projects. These projects are part of an initiative that is supported by the Swedish government and the Global Environmental Facility's Small Grants Programme. 

But the key to increased investments in water and sanitation programmes, delegates were told, lies in bringing the private sector on board. The World Business Council for Sustainable Development made a strong case for involving private businesses in combating poverty. In its communiqué, WBC pointed out that businesses couldn't succeed in a society that has failed; "no water, no business." 

But there was also recognition that for the private sector to effectively participate, political action that would encourage companies to invest, was required. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________

Japan Economic Newswire

April 21, 2004 Wednesday

OECD promises environmental protection, economic growth

DATELINE: PARIS, April 21

BODY:
Environment ministers from the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) members endorsed a joint statement Tuesday, confirming the entity's role in pursuing the goals of engineering sustainable economic growth and protecting the global environment, OECD officials said.

The statement, adopted on the first day of a two-day meeting of the OECD Environment Policy Committee, will be formally adopted by the board of selected OECD members at an emergency meeting on Wednesday, they said. 

It affirms the 30-member OECD has played a key role in engineering sustainable economic growth in member economies.

It calls for further efforts to attain sustainable economic growth by improving coordination among a range of committees inside the OECD structure.

Addressing the ministerial meeting Tuesday, Japanese Senior Vice Environment Minister Shuichi Kato asked the members to ratify as quickly as possible the Kyoto Protocol on cutting greenhouse gas emissions, Japanese officials said.

Kato also proposed the global community develop a pattern of sustainable production and consumption through such means as limiting industrial waste, the recycling of usable resources in such waste and the reusing of recycled resources.

He recommended the OECD board of selected members endorse the proposal to push international efforts.

The environment ministerial meeting was attended by ministers and their deputies from the 30 OECD members as well as representatives from the European Union, the U.N. Environment Program and other international organizations.

China was also present as an observer, while Russia, which had planned to attend as an observer, did not send an emissary to the meeting.

LOAD-DATE: April 21, 2004 
__________________________________________________________________________________________

Friends of the Earth 

Government's Fine Words Must Now Be Put Into Practice 

Apr 21 2004 
Friends of the Earth welcomed today's promise by Environment Secretary, Margaret Beckett to 'take on' the challenge of sustainable development but said the Government's commitment to tackling climate change must be backed up policies at home and abroad [1]. 

Speaking at the launch of the Government's Sustainable Development Strategy, Mrs Beckett reaffirmed that climate change was top of the domestic agenda and also announced a joint study with Development Secretary Hilary Benn of the impact of climate change on Africa. 

While Friends of the Earth welcomed the study, the environmental organisation said that key government decisions being made over the coming months will have a greater impact on Africa than a wealth of new studies. Mrs Beckett and Mr Benn must: 

· 'take on' industry and approve tough targets to cut emissions from power plants and factories, as part of the UK's implementation of the EU emissions trading scheme; 

· 'take on' Alistair Darling in the Department for Transport and tell him that forecast aviation growth will jeopardise the Government's future emissions targets and must be prevented; 

The Government must also explain how plans to open up Africa to oil exploitation by transnational corporations, revealed in a memo from the US Secretary of Energy to President George W Bush on the US UK Energy Dialogue[2], fit in with the strategy for tackling climate change. 

The memo states: "The US and UK governments share wit their business sectors a concern that the investment regimes in these key territories should remain sufficiently attractive for foreign investment to realize the full potential of their oil and gas sectors". 

Friends of the Earth Director Tony Juniper said: 

"If the Government is serious about taking on sustainable development, they must apply the rhetoric to all their policies. And this means tackling the business lobby on emissions at home and on their plans for investments overseas. At home, emissions are rising. Abroad, British companies are rushing to develop the last remaining oil and gas reserves. Fine words are all very well but they will not solve the problems of climate change." 

Notes

[1] A two to three degree rise in global temperatures is estimated to lead to 50-120 millions more people being at risk of hunger, many in Africa. 

[2] Copies of the memo on the US UK Energy Dialogue are available from the press office at Friends of the Earth. 
________________________________________________________________________________________ 

BBC

Bird flu's 'huge potential risk' 
By Alex Kirby 
BBC News Online environment correspondent 


Bird flu could develop into a threat big enough to overturn world order if it evolves to transfer directly from person to person, a UK scientist says. 
Dr John McCauley, of the Institute for Animal Health, said the virus could be 20 times worse than the 1918 pandemic. 

That is estimated to have killed 40 million people, with later influenza outbreaks also killing millions more. 

Dr McCauley said there was a realistic chance of the current avian flu virus evolving to threaten people directly. 

Dr McCauley, whose research into avian influenza is being funded by the Biotechnology and Biological Sciences Research Council (BBSRC), was speaking to BBC News Online. 

Practical possibility 
He said: "At the moment the virus affects humans only after transferring to them from poultry. In 1997 six people died in Hong Kong after 18 became infected. This year, 23 patients have died from a total of about 34 people infected in south-east Asia. 

"That means there is a mortality rate from some strains of highly pathogenic avian infuenza of between 30 and 60% of those infected. In 1918, the rate was about 1%. 

"There's no reason to say the virus will not continue to evolve so that it can transmit directly from one person to another. There's a realistic chance that could happen. 

AVIAN FLU ALERT 

First jumped "species barrier" from bird to human in 1997 

In humans, symptoms include fever, sore throat, and cough 

Types which threaten humans are influenza A subtypes H5N1 and H9N2 

"If it does - if the virus becomes adapted to man and can transmit efficiently - there'll be no point in selling a vaccine. You might as well give it away at that stage, because money would be meaningless. The world order would change." 

Dr McCauley said the global flu epidemics of 1957 and 1968 had involved a mixing of avian and human forms of the virus, and it looked as if that had happened in 1918 as well. 

So people killing infected birds should be taking anti-flu drugs to guard against the possibility of being infected with both forms and creating a pandemic. 

Dr McCauley said: "Any complacency could lead to devastation for the UK poultry industry. I think the avian form of the disease has not been cleared up in any of the affected countries." 

Seeking answers 
In poultry the effects of bird flu can range from a mild touch of disease to a highly fatal and rapidly spreading epidemic. 

Teams from the Institute for Animal Health and the universities of Cambridge and Oxford are cooperating to unravel the dynamics of bird flu. 

Cambridge scientists, with the Roslin Institute, are working to produce a breed of chicken that is genetically resistant to infection by the virus, engineering the bird's cells to produce small molecules of RNA that can selectively prevent its replication. 

The BBSRC is to fund 14 new research projects costing £11m ($19.5m) under its Combating Viral Diseases of Livestock Initiative. 

Story from BBC NEWS:

 __________________________________________________________________________________________

ENS

Kerry Slams Bush Environmental Record 
TAMPA BAY, Florida, April 21, 2004 (ENS) - President George W. Bush has "put the brakes on 30 years of environmental progress," Democratic challenger John Kerry told a Florida audience Tuesday. Kerry said Bush has consistently favored polluters over public health and land conservation under the guise of balancing economic and environmental concerns. 

The Bush administration uses the "same tired old argument that you cannot have a clean environment if you want a strong economy," Kerry said. "They are wrong. We can have both." 

"Protecting the environment is not just about doing what is right to preserve our land and water," Kerry said. "It is also about protecting our economy and our public health. They are all connected. Under my plan, a healthy environment and a healthy economy go hand-in-hand." 
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Senator John Kerry says President George W. Bush is endangering America's environment. (Photo courtesy Kerry Campaign)
With an eye on Thursday's commemoration of Earth Day, the Kerry campaign has released a report criticizing the Bush administration's clean air and water policies, its opposition to a ban on the fuel additive MTBE, and its failure to fully fund the National Park Service and the Superfund toxic waste cleanup program. 

Bush is the "worst environmental President since Earth Day started 34 years ago," the Kerry campaign says. 

The Massachusetts senator has also repeatedly blasted Bush for his support of oil drilling in the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge and for failing to promote clean and renewable energy development. 

Kerry said Bush is using "empty slogans like 'The Clear Skies Initiative' or 'Healthy Forest'" to mislead the public about the true intent of such policies. [image: image6.jpg]



Democratic presidential candidate John Kerry blames the Bush administration for high gasoline prices. (Photo courtesy Kerry Campaign)
The Clear Skies plan, according to the Kerry campaign, will result in 100,000 premature deaths, millions more cases of asthma, and 21 million tons more pollution than enforcement of the existing Clean Air Act. 

Kerry's criticisms of Bush's environmental record are "purely political and ignore the progress that has been made under President Bush," according to a statement by Bush campaign spokesman Steve Schmidt. 

"Our air is cleaner and our water is cleaner than before the President took office," Schmidt said. 

Environmental organizations, which have been consistent and vocal critics of the Bush administration, say that statement is misleading. 

They contend that largely through regulatory changes the President has slowed the progress of environmental improvement and undermined protection of public lands. 

[image: image7.jpg]


President George W. Bush (Photo courtesy The White House)
On Tuesday, three national groups launched a new grassroots effort with the single goal of defeating Bush and replacing him with John Kerry in November. 

The newly formed Environmental Victory Project includes the Defenders of Wildlife Action Fund, Friends of the Earth Action and the League of Conservation Voters. 

Whether the environment will emerge as much an issue for voters in November is very much up for debate. 

This year's Gallup Environmental Earth Day poll, released this month, finds Americans worry less about environmental issues than they did before the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001. 

But the poll suggested that Bush's environmental image has suffered somewhat, in particular during the past two years. 

The data show a continued decline in the percentage of Americans saying that Bush is doing a good job of "protecting the nation's environment," with 46 percent of Americans saying the president is doing a "poor job" on environmental protection - compared to 41 percent who said he is doing a "good job." 

In the wake of the U.S. Oceans Commission report released Tuesday after three years of research, Kerry used his Tuesday speech to unveil his own plan for cleaner oceans. He noted the importance of coastal waters to the U.S. economy - these areas support some 28.3 million jobs and generate $54 billion in goods and services. 

Recreational fishing, Kerry added, generates some $116 billion in annual revenue. [image: image8.jpg]



There were more than 12,000 beach closures and advisories in 2002. (Photo courtesy NRDC)
But beach closings were at a record high in 2002 because of disease causing pollution, Kerry told the Tampa audience, with 92 percent of the closures caused by waste from animals or humans. 

Kerry pledged four steps to protect the oceans and coastal waters: 

· implementation of new protections for beaches and improved public notification of any risks

· targeting toxics that are being released into our waters and crack down on polluters

· working to reduce threats from runoff pollution that contribute to beach closing

· providing communities with the tools to protect their coasts

"We are going to protect our rivers and our bays and our oceans because we want our children to enjoy them," said Kerry. "We do not want them to get sick from them because George Bush and Dick Cheney think their friends at the energy companies deserve to make a buck at the expense of our kids' health - our kids' future." 
__________________________________________________________________________

ENS

Members of Congress Ask $100 Million for Wildlife 
WASHINGTON, DC, April 21, 2004 (ENS) - In the current tight budget environment, America's wild animals and plants are being left behind, a majority of U.S. Senators and a fourth of U.S. Representatives fear. The concerned lawmakers signed letters sent to the heads of Congressional appropriations committees last week asking for $100 million in funding for next years' State Wildlife Grants Program. 

Last year the program secured $70 million in funding. The White House Fiscal Year 2005 budget proposed increasing the program to $80 million, a level the Members of Congress believe is still too low. 

Created by Congress in 2001, the State Wildlife Grants program is the nation’s core program for wildlife management. The letters attempting to communicate with the subcommittee chairmen who hold the purse strings are the product of an effort that includes some of the nation's largest environmental organizations and lawmakers from across the country. 
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Senator Conrad Burns of Montana chairs the Senate Interior Appropriations subcommittee. (Photo courtesy Office of the Senator)
"Many species of wildlife have declined dramatically over the past 30 years. The amount of federal dollars now needed to protect and/or restore endangered species is far greater than would have been required to prevent their decline in the first place," wrote 52 senators in their letter to Senator Conrad Burns of Montana, a Republican who chairs the Senate Interior Appropriations subcommittee, and Ranking Member of that subcommittee, Brian Dorgan of North Dakota, a Democrat. 

Senator Burns' only formal statements about wildlife protection this year are in favor of taking wolves off the Endangered Species List and supporting Montana ranchers' right to shoot wolves seen as a threat to their livestock. "It is no secret that wolves have been and are thriving throughout Montana, Idaho, and Wyoming. I know what a frustration this is for many Montanans," Burns said on March 5. 

The endangered gray wolf has been reintroduced into Montana, Idaho and Wyoming. (Photo courtesy Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks)
Among the senators who signed the $100 million wildlife funding request is John Kerry of Massachusetts, the presumptive Democratic presidential candidate. 

One hundred and eleven members of the House of Representatives signed the request letter to House Interior Appropriations Subcommittee Chairman Charles Taylor of North Carolina, a Republican, and Ranking Member Norman Dicks of Washington state, a Democrat. 

Their letter was identical to that sent to the Senate appropriations leaders. "The fundamental goal of the program is to keep common species common," it states. 

"Through early strategic intervention, we can recover declining wildlife populations and prevent conflicts over endanagered species listings," they wrote. 

"In the long run," they wrote, "the State Wildlife Grants program will save taxpayers money by keeping species from declining to the point of being endangered." 

A matching requirement leverages federal funding from state and private sources, often doubling the impact of every dollar of federal funding. In its first few years, the program has helped restore degraded habitat, reintroduce native species, and encourage the effective stewardship of private lands, the lawmakers reminded the subcommittee heads. 

Congressman Taylor's environmental legislative efforts have been confined to support for President George W. Bush's Healthy Forests Reform Act which requires rapid agency action to clear forests that administration officials deem a wildfire risk. 

The State Wildlife Grants program is supported by Teaming With Wildlife, a national coalition of more than 3,000 groups representing sportsmen, environmentalists, wildlife management professionals, and businesses that rely on outdoors activities. 

The piping plover is endangered in the Great Lakes watershed and threatened elsewhere. (Photo courtesy USFWS)
“We are extremely grateful to our Representatives and Senators who have joined together in this strong show of support for wildlife conservation. In a tight budget year, this bipartisan group of leaders is standing up for a program that really works,” said John Baughman, executive vice president of the International Association of Fish and Wildlife Agencies. 

The Association's governmental members include the fish and wildlife agencies of the states, provinces, and federal governments of the United States and Canada. All 50 states are members. 

The Association is one of the Teaming With Wildlife Board Members, seated on the Board with the Izaak Walton League of America, the National Audubon Society, the National Wildlife Federation, and The Wildlife Society, among others. 

The campaign for the letters was led by a bipartisan group of Representatives and Senators. Senator John Warner, a Virginia Republican and Senator Blanche Lincoln, an Arkansas Democrat led the Senate letter. 

In the House, the letter was led by Representatives Robin Hayes, a North Carolina Republican, Jim Saxton, a New Jersey Republican, Ron Kind, a Wisconsin Democrat, and Mike Thompson, a California Democrat. 

Today there are 391 animals, and 599 plants in the United States that are officially listed as endangered under the Endangered Species Act. 

In addition, 128 animals and 147 plants are listed as threatened, according to the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.

 __________________________________________________________________________________________ 

REGIONAL OFFICE FOR AFRICA (ROA) - NEWS UPDATE

22 April 2004

General environment news

KenGen to Explore Geothermal Power

The East African Standard (Nairobi): Underneath the Baringo geyser lies a massive reservoir for geothermal power generation, KenGen Managing Director Edward Njoroge said yesterday. Njoroge clarified that the company will not kill the geyser but plug it to give room for exploration in Baringo, Menengai and Suswa areas. "There is a reservoir in Baringo. We will explore the adjacent areas, which have the potential. It can only be done if we plug the geyser, which cannot produce power in its current form. The casing is only 8 inches," said Njoroge. He said there will be an inter-ministerial meeting to discuss how equipment will reach the area due to the bad state of roads. "We will examine the geyser to know how long it will last. And in two weeks, we will know what needs to be done," said Njoroge. He was speaking after a geothermal energy for development seminar at Safari Park. The seminar was officially opened by Energy Assistant Minister, Mr. Mwangi Kiunjuri. The seminar has attracted participants from 15 countries including host Kenya, Indonesia, Japan, Djibouti, USA, Iceland, New Zealand, Ethiopia, Eritrea, Uganda, Tanzania, Rwanda, Australia and Mexico. Njoroge said his team will be looking for steam and not hot water for actual power generation. He said Kenya sits on more than 2,000 megawatts of geothermal power, which has seen the Government, allocate Sh600 million for geothermal exploration. Njoroge dismissed warring factions camping at the venue and claiming ownership of the geyser saying "A resource like that belongs to the Government." Njoroge told participants that the Government had received news of geothermal power generation with renewed interest.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200404210123.html
National Workshop On Disaster Management Opens

Accra Mail (Accra): A national workshop on Disaster Management has opened in Accra with the theme "Disaster Risk Reduction towards Sustainable Development". The workshop is aimed at "identifying gaps" in disaster management including "public awareness and response to risk" by coming out with "an integrated policy" on risk reduction and disaster management. The workshop is being attended by more than 55 participants from the Ministries Departments and Agencies (MDA), National Disaster Management Organisation (NADMO), and the Security Services among others. The United Nations Resident Coordinator Alfred Salia Fawundu said, "the occurrence of hazards alone does not necessarily cause disasters, but the state of vulnerability of people that determines their occurrence". He explained "Disasters occur when hazards impact on communities with weakened vulnerabilities so severe that they are unable to cope without external input". According to Dr. Fawundu "Disasters and development are inter-related because the root causes of disasters are contained in present-day development processes". He said for this and other reasons disasters must be tackled as "a development concern". He said the issue of disasters is of concern to the UN system in its development cooperation with Ghana. "The United Nations community has supported the development of, and is intimately involved in implementing and reviewing, Ghana's medium-term development framework; the Ghana Poverty Reduction Strategy (GPRS)" he stated.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200404210888.html
Fish Dumping Charges Land Ukrainians in Court

The Namibian (Windhoek): THREE Ukrainian citizens in the employ of the Namsov fishing company at Walvis Bay have been charged with discarding waste at sea and bribery. They were arrested on March 30 and appeared in the Magistrate's Court the same day. According to the court docket, fish was allegedly dumped in the open sea from the Namibian Star, a Namsov horse mackerel factory ship. Fish landed on board is normally sent to the fishmeal plant by conveyor belt. To the Ministry of Fisheries and Marine Resources' observer on board, it looked as if the fish was being sent to the fishmeal plant, but the fish was pumped back into sea. A metal plate was allegedly placed over the conveyor belt to prevent the fish from going into the plant; it was diverted into the pipe pumping it into the sea. When the observer found out what was happening, the factory manager allegedly gave him an undisclosed amount of money not to put it in his report. The skipper allegedly offered him four boxes of fish to keep quiet, with a promise that he would get more money once he had shown him his report.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200404210254.html___________________________________ 
ROAP Media Update – 22 April 2004

UN or UNEP in the news

UNEP, ADB Release Atlas On Mekong Subregion 

Wednesday, April 21, 2004  - The countries that share the Mekong River in Southeast Asia must guard against environmental degradation if they are to establish sustainable livelihoods and economic growth for their people, according to the Greater Mekong Subregion Atlas of the Environment, published Monday by the U.N. Environment Program and the Asian Development Bank.
The atlas, the first book of its kind about the Mekong basin, showcases the region's wealth of minerals, forests, wetlands, fisheries and other natural resources in photographs, maps, tables, graphs and text.  It also discusses the relationship between the environment and the 250 million people of the Greater Mekong Subregion, which includes Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, Thailand, Vietnam and the Chinese province of Yunnan.
Poverty, population growth and economic expansion could imperil the region's environment, which has entered the spotlight as a critical issue linked to poverty.  The area's population is expected to reach 290 million by 2015, and economic growth is expected to take root in manufacturing and services rather than agriculture. 

In the atlas's foreword, ADB President Tadao Chino and UNEP Executive Director Klaus Toepfer cite a 2002 summit declaration by the leaders of the Greater Mekong Subregion countries that says, "We must and will better protect our environment.  We will take responsibility and leadership for the sustainable management of our natural and shared resources" (ADB release, April 19).

SOUTH-EAST ASIA:
Cross-border Solutions Can Ease Environment Woes 
Marwaan Macan-Markar -  The Manila-based Asian Development Bank (AsDB) is urging countries that share the Mekong River to embrace region-wide measures to protect the terrain's abundant natural resources. 

BANGKOK, Apr 21 (IPS) - To back its view, the financial institution released a comprehensive assessment of the Mekong region's environmental diversity this week. The book, titled 'Greater Mekong Subregion Atlas of the Environment,' is co-published by the United Nations Environmental Programme (UNEP). 

''A holistic approach is needed to manage the environment in the GMS (Greater Mekong Subregion) area,'' Jaseem Ahmed of the AsDB told IPS. ''Countries have to build strong institutions to protect and conserve the region's unique biodiversity.'' 

According to Ahmed, the leaders of the region - Burma, Cambodia, China's southern province of Yunnan, Laos, Thailand and Vietnam - have already committed in principle to regionwide remedies to problems that cross national borders. 

That was at the first summit of leaders from the Mekong region held in the Cambodian capital Phnom Penh in 2002, where governments endorsed major development projects for the region. 

However, hardly any country in the region has created relevant institutions to give life to the 2002 commitments for a transboundary and regional approach to stall environmental degradation. 

''No country in the region has strong environment protection agencies that matches what we have in Europe,'' Ahmed said. 

The need for such a shift in thinking - away from the habit of governments to view environmental issues with only national interest in mind - is underscored by the 216-page, full-colour GMS atlas. 

The uneven spread of forest lands in the Mekong region is one feature the atlas highlights, graphically through the use of figures and satellite photographs. While Burma, Cambodia and Laos enjoyed an abundance of forested terrain - over 50 percent of the land area - Yunnan, Vietnam and Thailand had only close to one-third of forestland. 

It is a picture that leaves little room for comfort, states the atlas, since the region's forests are ''under pressure from population growth and agriculture''. 

''The resulting conversion of forest to crop and grazing land, and for transportation infrastructure and settlement has gradually altered the landscape,'' it states. 

Thailand offers a vivid example of the changing environmental realities. In 1961, this South-east Asian country had 53.3 percent of its land under forest cover, but by 2000 it had dropped to 28.9 percent of forested land -- the lowest of any country in the Mekong region. 

In the chapter on water resources in the region, the atlas draws attention to the major watersheds affected by declines in forest cover. Of the larger river basins in the region, Thailand's Chao Phraya, has been singled out as one that is badly affected. 

''Already, water flow in the Chao Phraya, which has the smallest catchment area, is causing great concern, with acute water shortages occurring along its length,'' states the book. 

''As more and more (forest) cover is lost,'' it adds, ''the microclimate gradually changes: there is less rainfall for river flow; less water for agriculture, domestic use and power. Thus the watershed has become recognised as the basic unit for development planning.'' 

The Mekong, which is South-east Asia's longest river, begins its journey in the mountains of China's Yunnan province and then snakes over 4,200 kilometres, passing by Burma and through Laos, Thailand, Cambodia and Vietnam, till it flows into the South China Sea. 

According to the atlas, close to a quarter of a billion people live in the Mekong region, a number that is expected to rise to 290 million by 2015. 

In 1992, the AsDB laid the groundwork to integrate the countries into the GMS, with a stress on regional economic cooperation to achieve new growth rates, although development critics say it has been pushing a free-market, infrastructure-heavy agenda that leave community concerns by the wayside. 

Still, experts on Mekong-related issues say that the AsDB will not have find it easy to get governments - despite their public pledges -- to see the merits that regional cooperation offers in tackling burgeoning environmental problems. 

''There is hardly any evidence of national governments in the Mekong region being particularly concerned to take a regional approach to deal with environmental degradation,'' said John Dore of the social and environmental research unit at Chiang Mai University. ''National interest always prevails over the regional one.'' 

What is more, he told IPS, concerns about the environment are still not treated as a priority by governments across the six Mekong countries. 

The Manila-based bank will also have to convince environmental and grassroots activists that it means well, given that past AsDB-backed projects have been criticised for either undermining the environment or badly affecting local communities. 

''The ADB has a record of promoting big business and the private sector at the expense of the environment,'' said Premrudee Daoroung, of Towards Ecological Recovery and Regional Alliance (TERRA), a Bangkok-based environmental lobby. 

The bank has done little to encourage ''genuine local community participation'' to protect the environment, she explained during an interview. ''The Bank refuses to see the different political cultures in the region, where not all local communities are free to express their views.'' 

Thailand, which is the economic powerhouse in the region, has an open political culture, enabling healthy debate and permitting local communities to protest vigorously to save their environment. 

But that is hardly the case in Vietnam and Laos, ruled by Communist parties, for instance, or in military governed Burma. 

Bank officials like Ahmed, however, say that a pillar of the bank's new environmental vision for the GMS is local community participation. It is the ideal way, he argued, to avoid the current situation where ''because of pressure from local communities, the natural resources are under strain''. (END/2004)
__________________________________________________________________________________________ROLAC  MEDIA UPDATE –21 April 2004

	New Offensive Against Asbestos

	 



By Mario Osava*

Labor authorities in Brazil are seeking a ban on the carcinogenic mineral that is used in more than 3,000 products, but the private sector is expected to put up a fight. SAMA, the only asbestos producer in the country, exported 140,000 tons in 2003.
RIO DE JANEIRO - The Brazilian Ministry of Labor and Employment has stated for the first time that the mining, industrialization, sales and use of asbestos should be banned, as it is in 36 other countries, because it causes lung cancer and other irreversible respiratory ailments. 

If the prohibition is implemented, it will be a personal victory for Fernanda Giannasi, labor inspector and the most prominent activists against asbestos in Brazil. 

But the executive branch has yet to formulate a legislative bill for Congress to consider -- and it will surely meet resistance from the private sector. 

Giannasi fears that industry will be given a long period to eliminate the use of asbestos, such as the five years set by the European Union and which ends at the end of 2004. 

The Ministry of Labor set up a technical group in March, giving the team 90 days to draw up a detailed map of the production and use of this cancer-causing fiber in Brazil. The report is to help a commission with representatives from six ministries in defining the terms of the asbestos ban. 

"Five years is too much. I hope for an immediate ban, or within one year, maximum, because the companies have already gained a lot of time," commented Giannasi, who has been invited to advise the commission. 

"The issue has already been heavily debated," she said in a conversation with Tierramérica. "What is needed is a political decision." 

In her opinion, further delays are not merited because the health problems caused by asbestos are well known and scientifically proven, and there are alternative materials and technologies already available. 

Working with the Brazilian association of people exposed to asbestos, Giannasi found 52 deaths and hundreds of cancer cases, asbestosis (a chronic pulmonary illness) and other ailments that cause permanent physical disability. 

SAMA (Sociedade Anonima Mineracao de Amianto), the only producer of the mineral Brazil, and the industries that use it maintain that the controlled use of asbestos, in accordance with existing laws, poses no dangers. 

Only the so-called white asbestos or chrysotile, the least toxic variety, is used in Brazil, and is permitted in many countries, they argue. 

Last year SAMA exported 140,000 tons of asbestos -- two-thirds of its output -- and saw revenues of 110 million dollars. 

The company says it holds the right to 60 more years of mining at Minaçú, in the central-western state of Goiás, and warns that if the government implements the ban SAMA will seek compensation. 

Some in the transformer industry maintain that replacing asbestos would drive up costs, but many companies are already working with alternatives because that is what the market demands. 

Infibra/Permatix, for example, utilizes plant-based and synthetic fibers to produce the fiber-cement used in making water tanks. 

"That increases the cost by 10 percent, but there are consumers who prefer it," industrial director Luiz Fernando Marchi told Tierramérica. But this alternative production, with technologies developed by the University of Sao Paulo, remains a minor business at Infibra/Permatex, which uses asbestos in 90 percent of its products. 

Fiber-cement is also used to make roof tiles. The alternative, with technology imported from Austria, costs 40 percent more and does not resolve the problem of the curved tiles, said Marchi. 

Asbestos is a component of more than 3,000 products, including insulation and acoustic materials, protective clothing, vehicle brakes and clutches, industrial filters and special papers. It has proven difficult to find substitutes with similar qualities in terms of resistance to high temperatures, durability and flexibility. 

Industry argues that the low percentage of the fiber in products reduces the danger, but the Ministry of Labor's director of safety and health, Virgilio Cesar Alves, wrote in a recent article that there is no safe level of exposure to asbestos to avoid cancer. 

Of the 36 countries that have banned the use of this mineral, most are European. In Latin America, the only ones to do so are Argentina, Chile and El Salvador, but Ecuador and Peru are expected to follow suit. 

"The elimination (of asbestos) in Brazil could be gradual," Alves said in an interview with Tierramérica. He considers reasonable the five-year period feared by Giannasi. 

One "solution", such as that adopted by Canada, is to ban the use of asbestos in the domestic market, but allow it to be exported. That could save towns like Minaçú, home to 34,000 people and dependent on mining for more than 800 jobs directly, and many more indirectly, noted the ministry official. 

Some 300,000 people in Brazil are directly exposed to the carcinogenic material because they work for companies that use asbestos, according to Fundacentro, a health agency of the Ministry of Labor. But the public health problem is much greater because the fibers released from the products during shipping, for example, can be dispersed over long distances, said Alves. 

The ailments caused by asbestos can appear as long as 30 years after exposure, meaning that Brazil could see a surge in asbestos-related illnesses between 2005 and 2015, because production intensified in the 1970s, he said. 

	Galápagos on the Brink

	 



By Javier Ponce*

The famed archipelago is suffering the effects of political clientelism, unregulated economic activity and the institutional weakness of Ecuador, says analyst Javier Ponce in this exclusive column for Tierramérica.
QUITO - Ecuador is petitioning the International Maritime Organization to declare the Galápagos Islands an "especially sensitive marine zone", in order to protect the archipelago from the pollution generated by international shipping traffic. 

But the islands that inspired Charles Darwin's theory of evolution are in fact turning into a "marine zone constantly on the verge of crisis" -- and not necessarily because of foreign ships passing by. 

In recent weeks, two events opened the doors to future disaster: the military announced intentions to take over Baltra Island, the gateway to the archipelago; and a prolonged work stoppage by artisanal fisherfolk that ended with an absurd agreement signed by an environment minister who was forced to resign by the flood of international protests. 

The armed forces have an old complex in Baltra, dating to World War II when it was a U.S. military enclave. A curious law passed by the Ecuadorian Congress, known as the "trolleybus act" for including an assorted and incoherent collection of legal provisions, authorized public institutions to demand ownership over any property that they have possessed de facto for five years. 

Under the shield of that law, the military's appetite for the entire island was awakened. 

The matter triggered such strong reactions in Ecuador and abroad that the armed forces began to regret the move and are trying to hush up the legal decision that gave them ownership of Baltra, and which would have meant that the environmental authorities would lose control over what happened on the island. 

"Galápagos cannot be managed as an autonomous archipelago. There is a close interrelation between the marine and land ecosystems," says Ruth Elena Ruiz, executive director of the non-governmental Fundación Natura. 

Meanwhile, alongside the military caprice thrives that of the political bosses: behind the February fishing strike, which sought to overturn the existing fishing regulations, was a local legislative deputy. 

The Galápagos fisherfolk, who already have the privilege of being the only ones authorized to fish the archipelago, wanted permission to once again use the dangerous "palangre", the high-capacity fishing implement that drags in everything in its path, including sharks, sea lions and birds. 

The irony of the case is that the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) has provided resources to build fishing warehouses so large that to fill them the fisherfolk would have to use methods like the "palangre". An international development institution stirring the appetite of the predators! 

The ongoing danger of destruction that looms over a landscape in which time has been frozen leads to paradoxes. For example, a squadron of armed helicopters has declared war on the goats. Ruth Elena Ruiz insists on the urgent need to get rid of this species foreign to the Galápagos because they could wipe out the islands' native species. She points out how difficult and costly it would be to use land-based methods to remove these animals inhabiting the cliffs. So eliminating them from the air, as strange as that sounds in these times of wars between unequal rivals, is the most advisable approach. 

The Galápagos are an expression of the curious contradiction between an environmental laboratory and the survival of the human population that poverty expelled from continental Ecuador. All of the latest theories are being put to the test there. 

Is sustainable development possible in the midst of the need for expansion of the exploitation of resources? 

Is it possible to protect, practically under a glass bell, this region that for centuries remained untouched, beyond the scope of market interests (those interests led, in past centuries, by the series of whale hunts that grew closer to the Galápagos)? 

We cannot take our eyes off those islands even one moment, because the Galápagos do not escape Ecuador's political clientelism, the informal nature of its economy or the weakness of its institutions -- when it isn't the sophisticated appetites of the Orient periodically causing the devastating hunt for sea cucumbers to meet the demands of the Japanese ships surrounding the islands. 

For today, the Galápagos are being saved from military bases and from over-fishing. We will have to deal with whatever occurs tomorrow. 

UNIC Buenos Aires

Argentina: energy crisis

Dailies report that US Under-secretary of Treasure John Taylor arrived in Buenos Aires yesterday and expressed “the US concern over how would the energy crisis impact on the recovery of Argentina’s economy”. Dailies also report that today President Kirchner and his Bolivian colleague Carlos Mesa, who is in an official visit to Argentina, will sign the "Buenos Aires Declaration", which will set the conditions for Bolivia’s exporting 4 million cubic meters of gas daily to Argentina. The arrangement will last only six months and in order to obtain it Argentina had to 
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W E D N E S D A Y    H I G H L I G H T S
Iraq:

*
Annan names independent panel to probe ‘Oil-for-Food’ allegations

*
Paul Volcker, chair of ‘Oil-for-Food’ inquiry, pledges full probe

*
Security Council calls for all States to cooperate with ‘Oil-for-Food’ inquiry

*
Secretary-General fears Basra bombings indicate violence is spreading

*
Security Council voices hope that UN envoy on missing Kuwaitis can go to Iraq

Other news

*
Annan urges voters to consider benefits of saying ‘yes’ to Cyprus referenda

*
UN agency resumes food distribution to 600,000 Palestinian refugees in Gaza

*
Migrants expelled from Angola into DR of Congo need urgent aid, UN says

*
UN report finds Latin Americans have crisis of confidence about democracy

*
UN human rights mission heads to Sudan to begin Darfur leg of tour

*
Georgian and Abkhaz representatives meet in Geneva at UN-initiated talks 

*
Annan stresses value of ensuring free and open content in new technologies

*
UN health organization to vaccinate 40 million in the Americas in Vaccination Week

*
Majority of couples of child-bearing age worldwide use contraception, UN says

*
UNICEF launches travel agents’ code to help combat child sex tourism

*
Prisoners in Kosovo start hunger strike in protest at alleged delays – UN mission

*
UN human rights commission extends mandate of expert on indigenous rights

*
Send more girls to school, UNICEF stresses during Global Education Action Week

*
Youth panel to advise UN on bridging gap between their cultures and traditional ways

* * * * 

Oil-for-Food: panel

21 April – United Nations Secretary General Kofi Annan today announced the formation of the independent panel that will conduct an inquiry into allegations of impropriety in the administration and management of the Iraq Oil-for-Food Programme.

The panel will be chaired by Paul A. Volcker, former Chairman of the Board of Governors of the United States Federal Reserve System. Its other two members are Justice Richard Goldstone of South Africa, who previously served as the Chief Prosecutor of the United Nations International Criminal Tribunals for the former Yugoslavia and Rwanda, and Mark Pieth of Switzerland, a Professor of Criminal Law and Criminology at the University of Basel with expertise in money-laundering.

According to the terms of reference that will govern the independent inquiry, the panel will have the authority to investigate whether the procedures established by the UN for the administration and management of the Programme were violated; determine whether any United Nations officials, personnel, agents or contractors engaged in any illicit or corrupt activities in the carrying out of their respective roles in relation to the Programme, and; determine whether the accounts of the Programme were in order and were maintained in accordance with UN regulations and rules.

To ensure a thorough and meticulous inquiry, the members of the independent panel will have the authority to access all relevant UN records and information, written or unwritten, and to interview all relevant UN officials and personnel. The panel is authorized to obtain records and interviews from persons unaffiliated with the UN who may have knowledge relevant to the inquiry, including allegations of impropriety. It is also authorized to seek cooperation from UN Member States to conduct its inquiry.

In a separate action today, the Security Council adopted unanimously a resolution welcoming the appointment of the panel and calling upon the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA), Iraq and all other Member States – including their national regulatory authorities – to fully cooperate with the inquiry.

In addition, within three months of the initiation of its work, the panel should provide the Secretary-General with a status report of its work. The Secretary General has stated that he will employ his authority so that the Organization’s privileges and immunities do not impede efforts to hold accountable those who have engaged in unacceptable conduct.

“Obviously, these are serious allegations which we take seriously, and this is why we’ve put together a very serious group to investigate it,” the Secretary-General told the press today at UN Headquarters. “The organization will take whatever steps may be appropriate to address the issues raised by the inquiry.  We have assembled a group of respected individuals that I hope will complete its work as soon as practicable.”

“As to the impact on our activities in Iraq, I hope the Iraqis realize that even if there have been wrongdoings by certain members on the UN staff, the UN, as a whole, did make a genuine effort to fill in their humanitarian needs,” he added. “There were hundreds of UN staff who worked very hard and diligently to establish the food distribution system and ensure that supplies did go in and, I think, that positive aspect of it should not be overlooked either.”

As provided in the terms of reference, the panel’s report will be made public.

* * *

Oil-for-Food: chairman

21 April – Paul Volcker, the former Chairman of the Board of Governors of the United States Federal Reserve System, today pledged a thorough inquiry into allegations of impropriety in the administration and management of the United Nations Iraq Oil-for-Food Programme.

“I didn’t agree to do this lightly but I think there are very important accusations made about the UN, accusations about the administration of the Programme, accusations about activities outside the UN, which need to be resolved,” Mr. Volcker told a press briefing in New York.

“The UN is an important institution, and these questions, once raised, have to have a deliberate and full investigation and an answer, so that the UN in fact can fulfil the responsibilities and take advantage of the opportunities that arise to contribute to not only the situation in Iraq but situations that are bound to come along in the rest of the world.”

Mr. Volcker also praised the qualifications of the other panel members: Justice Richard Goldstone of South Africa, who previously served as the Chief Prosecutor of the United Nations International Criminal Tribunals for the former Yugoslavia and Rwanda, and Mark Pieth of Switzerland, a Professor of Criminal Law and Criminology at the University of Basel with expertise in money-laundering.

Mr. Volcker hailed the passage today of a Security Council resolution requiring cooperation with the panel’s work, saying it was important to “make sure that Member States knew what they were getting into,” and stressing the critical importance of their cooperation.

He said the most urgent priority would be to deal with the specific allegations of corruption within the UN, “but there are broader questions about the administration of the programme, and without rising to the level of illegality or criminal action, was there maladministration – let me call it that – which will have lessons for the future?”

“The investigation of events [and] developments related to the Oil-for-Food Programme but not inside the UN I suspect will maybe be the most time-consuming and the most difficult part,” he observed.

Responding to press questions, he noted that the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA) and the Governing Council have indicated that the records will be made available to the panel, “so I feel somewhat comforted on that score.”

Mr. Volcker voiced confidence that the panel would have full UN backing. “Management of the United Nations I am convinced will do everything that’s in their power to facilitate testimony, inquiries, investigation of individual United Nations [staff] members.”

“I don’t minimize the challenge in getting this done,” Mr. Volcker said, noting that he would need “a variety of talents,” including experts in forensic accounting, legal issues and investigations, to conduct the investigation.

Asked how long the effort would take, Mr. Volcker said, “We’ll go as fast as we can consistent with doing a thorough job.” He predicted that the investigation would in any case take longer than three months.

“There’s always some damage in the accusations but what seems to be important is finding out whether there’s any substance to those,” he said. “If there’s not, and we’ve done as good an investigation as we can, that helps repair the damage; if there is substance to them, get it out there, get it out in a hurry, and cauterize the wound.”

* * *

Oil-for-Food: Security Council

21 April – Welcoming the appointment today of an independent high-level inquiry into allegations of corruption in the United Nations Oil-for-Food programme, the Security Council called on all concerned to cooperate fully with the probe.

The move came as Secretary-General Kofi Annan announced that the panel would be chaired by Paul A. Volcker, former Chairman of the Board of Governors of the United States Federal Reserve System. Its other two members are Justice Richard Goldstone of South Africa, who previously served as the Chief Prosecutor of the United Nations International Criminal Tribunals for the former Yugoslavia and Rwanda, and Mark Pieth of Switzerland, a Professor of Criminal Law and Criminology at the University of Basel with expertise in money-laundering.

Speaking to reporters in New York today following the announcement, Mr. Volcker pledged a thorough probe “so that the UN in fact can fulfil the responsibilities and take advantage of the opportunities that arise to contribute to not only the situation in Iraq but situations that are bound to come along in the rest of the world.”

In its unanimously adopted resolution, the Council called upon “the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA), Iraq and all other Member States, including their national regulatory authorities, to cooperate fully by all appropriate means with the inquiry.”

The resolution refers to the Council’s “desire to see a full and fair investigation of efforts by the former Government of Iraq, including through bribery, kickbacks, surcharges on oil sales, and illicit payments in regard to purchases of humanitarian goods” with respect to the programme.

The text further affirms that “any illicit activity by United Nations officials, personnel and agents, as well as contractors, including entities that have entered into contracts under the Programme, is unacceptable.”

Under the panel’s terms of reference, the Secretary-General will receive a report on the status of its work within three months.

* * *

Iraq

21 April – Having announced previously that the return of the United Nations to Iraq depends on the country’s security and stability, Secretary-General Kofi Annan said he was concerned that today’s deadly car bombings in Basra were an indication that violence was spreading.

Speaking to reporters upon arriving at UN Headquarters in New York today, Mr. Annan said news of the bombings in the southern city of Basra – scores are reported killed there after at least three separate bombings – were “not comforting” for the UN as it considers returning to Iraq.

“We have all been anxious to see the attempts to reduce violence succeed, [and] not for it to spread,” Mr. Annan said. “And of course the security situation on the ground has a very important impact on our decisions and our activities.”

He added that “for the meantime we will continue to operate the way we have been doing – very carefully – and monitor developments.”

* * *

Iraq/Kuwait

21 April – Stressing the importance of resolving the fate of Kuwaitis and others missing since Iraq’s 1990 invasion, members of the Security Council today voiced hope that a United Nations envoy dealing with the issue could soon pursue his work in Baghdad.

In a press statement, the current Council President, Ambassador Gunter Pleuger of Germany, also expressed support for the High-Level Coordinator, Yuliy Vorontsov, and said the members would keep his mandate under review.

In a recent report to the Security Council, Secretary-General Kofi Annan noted that a total of 92 files have been closed, although 240 sets of mortal remains had been brought to Kuwait for identification.

He also stressed the need for Mr. Vorontsov to travel to Baghdad to establish contacts with the new Iraqi authorities and confer with members of the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA).

Ambassador Pleuger said Council members shared Mr. Annan’s views. Strongly condemning the executions carried out by the former Iraqi regime, the members joined the Secretary-General in voicing hope that those responsible would be brought to justice.

* * *

Cyprus

21 April – Addressing the people of Cyprus on the eve of Saturday’s historic simultaneous referenda on his plan to establish a unified island, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today spelled out the benefits that would follow an affirmative vote.

In a video message to Greek Cypriots and Turkish Cypriots, Mr. Annan described his plan as a compromise that “is also the only foreseeable route to the reunification of Cyprus.”

He said the plan – which sets up an independent United Cyprus Republic composed of two constituent states linked by a federal government – would allow a unified Cyprus to enter the European Union on 1 May.

Mr. Annan said his plan prevents one side dominating the other, prohibits union with another country and bans partition or secession.

“It safeguards the identity of Cyprus and of each community in it,” he said. “It preserves the integrity of the citizenship of the country. These are prizes that have eluded us in all previous negotiations. They are prizes of which all of you could rightly be proud.”

Mr. Annan drafted the plan after six weeks of negotiations between Greek Cypriot and Turkish Cypriot leaders failed to yield an agreement. The referenda are being held this Saturday ahead of Cyprus’ entry into the European Union on 1 May.

While it was inevitable that not all the demands of both sides could be accommodated, the compromise respects individual human rights and allows many people forced to leave their homes to be allowed to return and reclaim their property, he said. Those who cannot return and reclaim property will receive compensation.

Mr. Annan said a donors’ conference in Brussels last week indicated the willingness of the international community “to help you to make this plan work.” He added that the Security Council also stood ready to give its full support.

Earlier, speaking to reporters upon his arrival at UN Headquarters in New York, he urged voters to “really think hard before they vote” and remember that “I don’t think we’ve ever been this close” to a deal before.

Without prejudice to the simultaneous referenda, the United Nations Security Council today approved a resolution terminating the mandate of the UN Peacekeeping Force in Cyprus (UNFICYP) and replacing it with the UN Settlement Implementation Mission in Cyprus (UNSIMIC). 

The new mission would deploy freely throughout the country “with a mandate to monitor the implementation of the Foundation Agreement” contained in the Comprehensive Settlement of the Cyprus Problem. Among other duties, it would monitor the dissolution of Greek Cypriot and Turkish Cypriot forces and the removal of their weapons from the island, while Greek and Turkish forces would be adjusted to agreed levels.

UNSIMIC would remain there until the Security Council terminated it, in accordance with a request from the federal government of Cyprus and with the concurrence of both constituent states.

The resolution also imposes a weapons embargo on the island and urges the international community to donate funds to help with the implementation of the Settlement.

* * *

Middle East

21 April – The main United Nations relief agency for Palestinian refugees today resumed distributing emergency food aid to 600,000 people in the Gaza Strip following a three-week suspension after Israel imposed new restrictions at the sole commercial crossing point.

The UN Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA) said Israel had for the past two weeks operated workable arrangements as required under international humanitarian law that had allowed the agency to restock its Gaza supplies for another 30 days but it warned that the future of the programme remained in doubt because of new Israeli requirements.

Israel, which first imposed restrictions after two suicide bombers infiltrated Ashdod port to the north of the Gaza Strip last month, is now insisting that holes must be drilled in the two-inch wall cavities of containers leaving Gaza so that they can be searched by mini-camera, UNRWA said. The containers are not the agency’s property and such procedures will add to the costs and the delays in providing food to the needy.

The earlier restrictions had at first prevented UNRWA from transporting empty freight containers out of Gaza, causing a bottleneck that prevented 11,000 tons of food from entering from Ashdod and costing the agency $130,000 in fees.

Under normal circumstances UNRWA delivers some 250 tons of food aid per day in Gaza alone as part of a wider programme of emergency assistance to refugees initiated shortly after the outbreak of strife in the West Bank and Gaza in September 2000.

Around two-thirds of the 1.1 million Gaza Strip residents, 80 per cent of whom are refugees, are now living below the poverty line and are increasingly dependent on international humanitarian assistance. 

* * *
DR of Congo

21 April – At least 80,000 migrants from the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), who were recently expelled by neighbouring Angola from a diamond-rich district, urgently need food, medicines, clean water and transport, the United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) said today. 

OCHA said it led an interagency mission, including partners from the non-governmental organization (NGO) community, to the town of Tshikapa in Western Kasai Province, 750 kilometres from the DRC capital, Kinshasa, yesterday. The agency has led two such missions in the past week.

In response to the needs of the expellees, the DRC’s Ministry of Solidarity and Human Affairs is opening two humanitarian crisis cells. The UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) is bringing in water and sanitation equipment and medical supplies for 35,000 people, while NGO Médecins sans Frontières-Belgium (MSF-B) is providing medical, transport and logistical support, it said.

About 67,000 of the estimated 80,000 to 100,000 expellees have been registered, OCHA said.

For some of the Congolese the expulsion has landed them in their home country for the very first time and they have no means of support. Many reported that Angolan civilians conducted public body searches on adults and children for diamonds and some talked of rape, torture, murder, arbitrary detention and theft of personal belongings, it said. 

Meanwhile, the UN Mission in the DRC, known as MONUC, expressed concern over reports that armed groups have infiltrated into Rwanda from the eastern DRC and Burundi, threatening the peace process in the area.

MONUC said it has increased its patrols on the border and is investigating the reports.

* * * 

Latin America

21 April – Latin Americans are deeply suspicious about the benefits of democracy after a quarter of a century of moves towards elected civilian government, according to a new United Nations report, whose results Secretary-General Kofi Annan described today as very sad and wrong.

The report, Democracy in Latin America: Towards a Citizens’ Democracy, was launched today by the UN Development Programme (UNDP) in Lima. It noted that just 43 per cent of nearly 20,000 people polled in 18 countries across the continent fully supported democracy. Almost 55 per cent said they preferred an “authoritarian” regime over a “democratic” one if it could “resolve” their economic problems.

Since 2000, four elected presidents in the region were forced to leave office before the formal end of their terms after suffering steep falls in public support.

In a video message to the launch, Mr. Annan described the crisis of confidence in democracy in the region as “very sad. More important, it is wrong. The solution to Latin America’s ills does not lie in a return to authoritarianism. It lies in a stronger and deeper-rooted democracy.”

He said Latin America had taken great strides in the past 25 years, removing numerous authoritarian regimes and also combating inflation, reducing child and maternal mortality, and attracting greater foreign investment.

The average Electoral Democracy Index ​– which measures democracy according to the right to vote, fair elections, free elections, and elections as a means to public office – in Latin America improved from 0.28 in 1977 to 0.93 (out of a maximum rating of 1) in 2002.

But Mr. Annan noted that crime rates remain disturbing, poverty is widespread, especially among indigenous communities and those of African descent, and economic growth is low.

The report’s authors recommend States try to build a new legitimacy, where citizens feel they can exercise their full rights, and for making sure that solutions to problems are pursued within democratic institutions, and not outside.

* * *

Sudan

21 April – A fact-finding team from the United Nations Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) has left Geneva for Sudan to investigate the situation in the country’s Darfur region, where it is alleged that Arab militias have conducted an ethnic cleansing campaign against the local black African population.

The five-member team departed Geneva late yesterday, OHCHR announced in a statement, following an invitation from the Sudanese Government to visit Darfur and the national capital Khartoum. It is due to arrive in Khartoum today and then travel to Darfur tomorrow.

Acting High Commissioner for Human Rights Bertrand Ramcharan said he sought assurances from the Sudanese Government that the fact-finding team could visit any place it wanted, talk to anyone it wished, and be assured of security during its tour.

The fact-finding team has already spent nine days interviewing Sudanese refugees in neighbouring Chad, where tens of thousands have fled to escape civil conflict in Darfur. The refugees raised “serious allegations of a troubling nature,” and they have been submitted to Mr. Ramcharan in a report, the OHCHR statement said.

Earlier this month Jan Egeland, Under-Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs and Emergency Relief Coordinator, said an organized, “scorched-earth” policy of ethnic cleansing was occurring in Darfur.

He said there were credible and frequent reports that Janjaweed militias, which are Arab and allied to the Sudanese Government, had committed atrocities – including murders, rapes and acts of looting and destruction – against local black Africans, especially members of the Fur, Zaghawas and Massalit ethnic communities.

Conflict erupted early last year in Darfur between the Sudanese Government, allied militias and rebel groups. As many as 1 million people are now internally displaced and some 110,000 others have fled to Chad.

* * *

Georgia

21 April – Representatives from Georgia and Abkhazia met in Geneva today in United Nations-initiated talks on international security guarantees in the conflict zone in Abkhazia, where Georgian government and separatist forces fought a war 10 years ago which forced nearly 300,000 refugees to flee.

State Minister for Conflict Resolution Goga Khaindrava headed the Georgian side while the Abkhaz side was led by de facto Foreign Minister Sergey Shamba at the session, which comes ahead of the next meeting of the so-called Group of Friends countries seeking a peaceful resolution to the conflict.

International experts and some Group of Friends representatives were involved in today’s talks, which were initiated by the Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s Special Representative for Georgia, Heidi Tagliavini, and started with informal consultations. 

The UN has maintained an observer mission in Georgia (UNOMIG) since 1994 when an accord reached in Moscow ended the fighting. On 30 January the Security Council extended UNOMIG’s mandate for another six months. Stressing the urgent need for progress on refugees and internally displaced persons, a Council resolution called on both sides to show genuine commitment to make returns the focus of special attention.

The Group of Friends of the Secretary-General - France, Germany, Russian Federation, the United Kingdom and the United States – are expected to meet by the end of the year.

* * *

Media summit

21 April – If the communications revolution is to open doors rather than close them, policy-makers must support the providers of content so that they are guaranteed freedom of expression, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan told an Asian media summit in Kuala Lumpur today.

In a message delivered on his behalf by Shashi Tharoor, the Under-Secretary-General for Communications and Public Information, Mr. Annan said the development of new technologies is making information more widely available than ever, and introducing new voices into debates.

But he said the new information and communication technologies should never be considered as ends in themselves.

“Ultimately, ‘what’ is communicated is far more important than ‘how’ something is communicated,” he said. The three-day summit in Kuala Lumpur concluded today.

Stressing the dramatic impact being wrought by new technologies, including the Internet, Mr. Annan’s message emphasized the importance of ensuring that those technologies are used to promote tolerance instead of division.

“None of this will come about by accident…freedom is not only a human right; it is also an indispensable condition for economic and social progress.”

Mr. Annan urged policy-makers attending the Asian media summit to play an active role in the debate ahead of the second phase of the World Summit on the Information Society, which is scheduled to take place in Tunisia next year.

* * * 

PAHO

21 April – From Barrow in Alaska to Tierra del Fuego in Chile, some 40 million people are to be inoculated against such common illnesses as measles during the first United Nations-coordinated Vaccination Week in the Americas (VWA), starting on Saturday.

The campaign, coinciding with the 10-year-old National Infant Immunization Week in the United States, is being coordinated by the Pan American Health Organization (PAHO), now the regional arm of the UN’s World Health Organization (WHO).

It will focus on often-neglected children living in rural border regions and the most vulnerable among other groups, including pregnant women and the elderly in the 42 countries in the Americas, including the Caribbean. 

The US and Mexican governments and three states – Texas and New Mexico in the United States and Chihuahua in Mexico – will collaborate closely during the campaign. Sister cities along the border are planning joint activities, including San Diego, California, with Tijuana, Mexico, and El Paso, Texas, with Ciudad Juarez, Mexico.

PAHO director Dr. Mirta Roses is scheduled to go to Haiti to kick off the VWA. Vaccine Week “demonstrates our strong commitment to work together to improve the health of the people of the Americas, especially the children,” she said.

Most of the countries will vaccinate against measles, polio, rubella, also known as German measles, and congenital rubella syndrome, while other countries will tackle influenza and neonatal tetanus.

* * * 

Contraception

21 April – Nearly two-thirds of women of child-bearing age in marital or consensual unions use contraception, with the highest percentage found in Latin America and the Caribbean and the lowest in Africa, the United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (DESA) says.

In a new wall chart called “World Contraceptive Use 2003,” DESA’s Population Division, assessing family planning practices in 160 countries or areas, says contraception has been increasing steadily over the past decade and 61 per cent of women aged 15 to 49 years worldwide now use contraceptives.

The percentage for the 170 million women in the richer countries is 69 per cent, compared to 59 per cent of 873 million women in developing countries.

The rate for the 117 million women in Africa is 27 per cent, compared to a rate of 71 per cent of the 82 million women in Latin America and the Caribbean, the division says.

* * *

Indigenous

21 April – The mandate of the United Nations human rights expert who records and tries to help correct violations of the rights and fundamental freedoms of indigenous people has been renewed for another three years by the UN Commission on Human Rights.

The position has been held by Mr. Rodolfo Stavenhagen since 2001 when it was created. In his report last November, he said he had decided to focus on the implementation of recent national legislation on the rights of indigenous peoples and to review best practices for combining indigenous customary systems with the national legal system.

The Commission asked the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights to make it possible for the Special Rapporteur to attend the third annual session of the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues at UN headquarters next month.

The panel also approved resolutions on tackling violations of human rights and fundamental freedoms worldwide, condemning Myanmar’s persistent violations of the rights of opposition leader Daw Aung San Suu Kyi and her followers, protecting human rights defenders and promoting human rights education. 

It also called on all governments to reduce the number of offences for which the death penalty could be imposed and to remove the penalty altogether from their legislation if they no longer applied it.

* * *

UNICEF

21 April – With reports indicating that a quarter of international sex tourists are American, and that the number of children being exploited worldwide estimated at 2 million and growing, the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) today launched a code-of-conduct for the North American travel industry. 

The code requires travel agencies to train staff in countries where children are exploited; provide information about the issue to travellers; explicitly repudiate the sexual exploitation of children in any contracts with local suppliers; develop ethical corporate policies; and report annually on the issue.

Marking the launch, UNICEF Executive Director Carol Bellamy said the travel industry is an essential segment of the battle against the commercial sexual exploitation of children.

UNICEF estimates that two million children – mostly girls – are victims of the worldwide commercial sex trade, with as many as a third of Cambodian prostitutes under the age of majority.

“We can no longer look the other way while members of our own communities are abusing children in the most unthinkable ways,” Ms. Bellamy said. “These are perpetrators of the worst kind. They not only display a callous disregard for human dignity, they do so with total impunity.”

Business Week magazine reported in 1995 that the United States is host to 25 sex tour companies, and in February a New York-based agency was closed and its owners indicted – the first time this has happened in the US – after allegations emerged that the agency had organized overseas vacations where girls were available for sex.

The advocacy group ECPAT USA (End Child Prostitution, Child Pornography and the Trafficking of Children for Sexual Purposes) has said that an estimated 25 per cent of sex tourists outside the US are American.

UNICEF said many countries are also passing laws to make it illegal to travel internationally to have sex with children.

* * * 

Kosovo

21 April – Some 26 inmates at a detention centre in Kosovo have begun a hunger strike to protest delays in the hearing of appeals of two men found guilty of war crimes, a spokesman for the United Nations Interim Administration Mission in Kosovo (UNMIK) said today.

Spokesman Neeraj Singh said the protest, at Mitrovica Detention Centre, began late yesterday when the prisoners refused to take food.

Miroslav Vuckovic and Veselin Besovic have both appealed to the Supreme Court of Kosovo against their separate convictions for war crimes. Mr. Vuckovic, who was sentenced to 12 years’ jail after a re-trial in 2002, filed his appeal last May. The hearing is scheduled for next month. Mr. Besovic was jailed for seven years last June and filed his appeal in November – a date for that hearing has not yet been set.

Mr. Singh said that while the problem of case overload in Kosovo’s judicial system was a factor, “it must be understood that these are very complex cases relating to charges of very serious nature that take time to be processed.”

Mr. Singh added that representatives of the Penal Management Division in Kosovo and the Department of Justice were meeting with Mr. Vuckovic and Mr. Besovic to inform them about the status of their cases.

* * * 

Education

21 April – As part of the global Education for All Week, the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) is calling for increased efforts to reduce the disproportionate number of girls denied schooling.

“As long as millions of girls are denied a basic education, we stand little chance of improving the lives of the world’s poorest people,” UNICEF Executive Director Carol Bellamy says in a message. “Education is not only the key to a young girl’s personal fulfilment, but it is essential for reducing poverty, stopping HIV/AIDS, and achieving all other development goals.”

Of the 121 million children out of school, more than half are girls. As the world nears the 2005 goal to get as many girls as boys into school, UNICEF’s key education initiative, “25 by 2005,” has made a concerted effort to maximize the enrolment of girls in 25 countries where the situation is most critical.

In these countries, UNICEF is working closely with national governments and a wide range of partners to rapidly reduce the number of out-of-school girls.    

The agency focuses strategically on protecting the right of girls to education since they are systematically denied schooling and generally face higher barriers than boys to get into and stay in school. 

The gender gap is most pronounced in sub-Saharan Africa, where 24 million girls were out of school in 2002, and in South Asia, where 23.5 million girls are denied schooling. Eighty-three percent of all girls out of school live in sub-Saharan Africa, South Asia, East Asia and the Pacific.

Girls’ education brings with it a multitude of benefits that begin with the girl herself and extend to her family, community and ultimately to her country. Educating girls is the most effective tool to reduce infant and maternal mortality and to combat HIV/AIDS, child trafficking and exploitation. And by making schools more inviting for girls, classrooms become better learning places for both girls and boys. 

“The benefits of educating girls are both immediate and long-lasting,” Ms. Bellamy says. “Developing countries would be hard put to find an investment that would bring a better return.”

Meanwhile, in Mexico City yesterday, UNICEF Ambassador Jessica Lange launched a handbook for parliamentarians on child protection. The guide details ways in which legislators around the world can take practical steps can ensure children are protected.

* * *

UNFPA

21 April – With gaps growing between the modern global culture of the young and the traditional cultures of older generations, the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) has created a Youth Advisory Committee to recommend ways of integrating young people into national development plans.

The Youth Advisory Committee, whose two dozen members come from developed and developing countries and represent over 100 million young people worldwide, will identify emerging trends in their reproductive health and rights and allow them to take part in decisions about programmes that address their issues.

Committee members, serving a maximum of two years, will maintain constant communications through an e-forum and will hold an annual meeting.

“We need you and your ideas because the difference between our world today and tomorrow rests with you,” UNFPA Executive Director Thoraya Ahmed Obaid told the committee at a 15 to 16 April meeting in New York. “In a sense, you are a parliament, giving us your views and your constituencies’ views.”

Ms. Obaid asked them to focus on three youth-related topics: their culture, HIV/AIDS infecting 6,000 youngsters daily and adolescent marriages in situations where no reproductive health services address their specific needs.

* *** *

__________________________________________________________________________________________

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

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

Good afternoon.

**Oil-for-Food
I would like to welcome Paul Volcker, who is the chair of the independent inquiry on the “oil-for-food” programme.  This inquiry will look into allegations of impropriety in the operation and management of that programme.

Mr. Volcker currently serves as the Chairman of the International Accounting Standards Committee.

The other members of his panel, who are not here with us today, are Richard Goldstone of South Africa, who previously headed South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission, and who also served as the Chief Prosecutor of the International Tribunals for Rwanda and the former Yugoslavia.  And Mr. Marc Pieth of Switzerland, an expert in money laundering and a professor of criminology at the University of Basel.

As he came into the Building this morning, the Secretary-General reiterated that the Organization takes these allegations seriously and that the membership of the panel reflects that.  He added that he wants to get to the bottom of this and looks forward to the report of this respected panel.

As you know, the Security Council is scheduled to adopt today a resolution welcoming the inquiry.  The resolution also calls upon the Coalition Provisional Authority, Iraq and all other MemberStates to cooperate with the inquiry.

According to its terms of reference, the panel will have the authority to:

-- investigate whether procedures established by the UN for the management of the programme were violated;

-- determine whether any UN officials or contractors engaged in any illicit or corrupt activities in the carrying out of their duties;

-- determine whether the accounts of the programme are in order and were maintained according to procedures. 

And the panel is expected to provide an update on its work within three months.

The report will be submitted to the Secretary-General and, as provided for in the terms of reference, the report will be made public.

A press release with more information is available upstairs, along with the biographies of the panel members and their terms of reference.

Mr. Volcker will now say a few words and then take your questions.  Mr. Volcker.

Paul Volcker:  Well, I will say a very few words, thank you.  The reason I am here is, I suppose, obvious.  I didn’t agree to do this lightly, but I think there are very important accusations made about the UN, accusations about the administration of the programme, accusations about activities outside the UN, which need to be resolved.  The UN is an important institution and these questions once raised, I think have to have a deliberate and full investigation and an answer, so that the UN in fact can fulfil the responsibilities and take advantage of the opportunities that arise to contribute to not only the situation in Iraq, but situations that are bound to come along in the rest of the world.  

So, that is why I am here.  I think it is not news apparently that I said we were going to do this.  I thought we needed the formal support of the UN and its Member Governments.  And we’re about to have, I am told, a resolution that specifically calls upon Member States, which would include their agencies and regulatory bodies to assist in any way appropriate for this investigation.

So, I think we have a foundation in that respect.  I am assured that adequate financing will be available; that the records, personnel, other records within the UN will be available; that if diplomatic immunity has to be waived in the circumstance, that it will be waived as appropriate.  That records in Iraq, which are obviously important, will be made available and are already under some kind of control in the Coalition Authority, so we can examine those records and the records of other investigations that have and are taking place.

Well, that’s about all I have to say other than I do not know, or did not know before recent days the other members of the commission.  But Mr. Goldstone is somebody you may know is a very familiar figure in the world of human rights and investigations in collaboration with the UN in the past as a prosecutor of war crimes, and headed a very important investigation in South Africa during the transition away from the old apartheid government with very serious accusations of corruption.  During that process, he was in charge of investigating and did so with great honour.

Mr. Pieth is an academic with a law degree who, I found out, is one of the world’s leading experts in money laundering and corporate corruption.  So, we have a certain amount of talent available.

Q & A session followed.  [Mr. Volcker’s briefing has been issued separately]

[The Spokesman later said during the Q & A session, that the Security Council had just passed, unanimously, a resolution welcoming the inquiry].

* *** *



UNEP and the Executive Director in the News





� HYPERLINK  \l "Leadership" ��Green Consumer Guide - NGOs call for green leadership� 


� HYPERLINK  \l "Kenya" ��The Nation (Nairobi) - UN Report On Development Faults Kenya�


� HYPERLINK  \l "OECD" ��Japan Economic Newswire - OECD promises environmental protection, economic growth���


* Daily Nation (21 April) – Dam pollution caused foam on river























Communications and Public Information, P.O. Box 30552, Nairobi, Kenya 

Tel: (254-2) 623292/93, Fax: [254-2] 62 3927/623692, Email:cpiinfo@unep.org, http://www.unep.org

PAGE  
26

