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Report: environmental changes increase disease 
By JOAN LOWY
Scripps Howard News Service 
21-FEB-05 
Deforestation, global warming, urban sprawl and other environmental changes are contributing to dramatic increases in new and previously suppressed infectious diseases, according to a new report. 

Diseases on the rise that have been linked to changes in the environment include such old scourges as malaria and dengue fever as well as newer maladies such as Lyme disease and the Nipah virus, according to the report, which is to be released Tuesday in Nairobi, Kenya, by the United Nations Environment Program. 

"It seems that intact habitats and landscapes tend to keep infectious agents in check, whereas damaged, altered and degraded ones shift the natural balance, thereby triggering the spread to people of new and existing diseases," a statement accompanying the report said. 

Other phenomena that help spread infectious diseases include international travel, technological change and globalization of trade in agricultural and other products, the report said. 

"We are trying to give an early warning here," said Klaus Toepfer, executive director of the U.N. environment program. "We know that malaria, for example, is a tsunami twice a year if you look at the numbers of people killed." 

Infectious diseases are the world's leading cause of death, accounting for 15 million deaths a year _ about a quarter of global mortality. 

Advances in vaccination, the discovery of antibiotics and the use of insecticides led to great optimism in the mid-20th century that infectious diseases could be conquered. The U.S. Surgeon General declared in 1967 that "the war against infectious diseases has been won." 

"Fifty years later, due to the emergence of newly recognized infectious diseases and the re-emergence of known ones, optimism has been replaced by grave concern and, in some cases, dread," the U.N. report said. 

Climate change may be contributing to an expansion in the geographic range and seasonality of the types of mosquitoes that spread malaria and dengue fever. Warming temperatures have increased rainfall in some parts of the world, which increases vernal pools where mosquitoes breed. Other contributors include mining operations and deforestation. 

Scientists calculate that every 1 percent increase in destruction of Amazonian rainforest results in an 8 percent increase in the local population of malaria-carrying mosquitoes, which thrive in sunlit ponds. 

There are 500 million malaria cases each year resulting in 2.7 million deaths. Most victims are children younger than 5. 

Before 1970, only nine countries had experienced dengue hemorrhagic fever epidemics. It is now prevalent in more than 100 countries. Increasing amounts of rubbish in developing countries like old tires and plastic containers catch rainfall and create standing water conducive to mosquito breeding. 

Other examples of infectious diseases whose emergence or re-emergence has been linked to environmental change include: 

_ Lyme disease. Ticks that live on deer and white deer mice carry the disease. The fragmentation of Northeastern forests into patches that are too small to support predators has led to increases in the rodent population. Urban sprawl also has increased homebuilding in wooded areas. 

_ Hantavirus Pulmonary Syndrome. First recognized in the United States in 1993, the deadly virus has been linked to increases in the deer mouse population in the Southwest after prolonged drought killed off the rodent's natural predators. Through January 384 cases have been reported, with 36 percent resulting in death. 

_ Nipah. A virus that killed 100 people (about 40 percent of those infected) in 1988 and 1989 after showing up on a pig farm in Malaysia. Fruit bats, which carry the virus, fled burning rainforests in neighboring Borneo in search of food, bringing them in contact with pigs, which then transmitted the virus to villagers and meat handlers. 

_ Schistosomiasis. Also known as "river blindness," schistosomiasis is a parasitic disease carried by freshwater snails. Construction of irrigation channels and dams in Egypt and central China led to increases in snail populations. Over fishing has also led to a decrease in snail predators in some parts of the world. 

_ Ebola. Outbreaks in Central Africa, which have killed hundreds of people and thousands of apes in recent years, have been linked to the slaughter of apes for the "bush meat" trade. Until recently, there had been relatively little contact between people and apes. 

"If you have an intact ecosystem and you perturb that system, whatever checks and balances were in place are likely to shift," said scientist Jonathan Patz at the University of Wisconsin's Center for Sustainability and the Global Environment. "The outcome may be desirable in some cases and dangerous in others. The question is whether that's a risk that you are willing to take." 

On the Net: www.unep.org

ABC News

Tsunami-hit nations must utilise environment: UN

Countries hit by last year's devastating tsumani should erect natural buffer zones along their coasts and rebuild in less exposed areas to protect against future calamities, a United Nations report says. 

The planting of trees, primarily mangroves, around denuded shorelines would lessen the impact of disasters like the December 26 tsunami which killed nearly 290,000 people around the Indian Ocean, according to the report.

"Priority should be given to near-shore forest development as trees will help absorb the energy of future tsunamis, prevent coastal erosion due to rising sea levels and meet national objectives for reforestration and job creation," it said. 

The report, entitled "After The Tsunami - Rapid Environmental Assessment," was released at the annual meeting of UN Environment Program (UNEP) governors in Kenya.

UNEP estimates that reconstruction and rehabilitation costs could top $A12.6 billion and take as long as a decade to implement.

As countries proceed, they must heed the long-term environmental lessons of the tsunami, particularly the consequences of ripping out mangrove swamps and the destruction of coral reefs that protect coastlines, it said. 

Indonesian Environment Minister Rachmand Witoelar told reporters that his country, where the tsunami killed more than 236,000 people, had learned a bitter lesson about the important of mangroves. 

"In Indonesia, people who perished had built houses where mangrove were supposed to be," he said. "We will ensure that we return the mangrove in their natural habitat."

In many parts of South-East Asia, mangroves have been systematically destroyed to make way for shrimp farms and beachfront development. 

In rebuilding destroyed housing and infrastructure, UNEP lamented a lack of best practice guidelines for construction to minimise damage from giant waves and said that such blueprints should be urgently drawn up. 

Meanwhile, it suggested that countries enact strict building codes in coastal areas to keep construction away from sites known to be prone to high waves and flooding.

"Buildings and other infrastructure need to be built in less vulnerable areas and to standards that will protect them and their inhabitants in the event of future tsunamis," UNEP chief Klaus Toepfer said. 

"This makes sense not only in respect to tsunamis, but also with respect to storms surges, floods, hurricanes and other extreme weather events," he said. 

No-build zone

The report noted that Sri Lanka, one of the hardest-hit countries, had already decided to establish a no-build zone up to 200 metres from the average high tide line. 

The report also suggests that the tourism industry, a vital source of revenue for many of the tsunami-affected countries' economies, should take the lead in locating hotels and resorts in less exposed areas. 

In addition to the immediate damage to lives and property caused by the tsunami, the report said the disaster had been compounded by the amount of debris and toxic substances it spread into marine eco-systems. 

"There is an ongoing potential danger to those involved in disposing or recycling such material," it said. 

"Rapid clean-up may have resulted to inappropriate disposal methods." 

In Indonesia's worst-hit province of Banda Aceh alone, between seven and ten million cubic metres of waste were generated by the tsunami.

In the low-lying Maldives islands, dislodged asbestos and leaking fuel have mixed with human and animal waste to form a potentially lethal mix, the report said.

-AFP

____________________________________________________________________________________
Reuters

U.N. sees toxic waste threat from tsunami
NAIROBI (Reuters) - Hazardous waste, dislodged by the Asian tsunami, poses health risks to affected nations, a U.N. report says, citing people in Somalia suffering from mouth bleeds, respiratory infections and skin conditions.

The tsunami, triggered by a massive earthquake in the Indian Ocean killed an estimated 300,000 people in 11 countries, most of them in Asia but reaching as far as the coast of East Africa.

A U.N. Environmental Programme (UNEP) report said the tsunami had dislodged hazardous materials, causing a threat to public health, and cited Somalia, where other countries had dumped their hazardous and nuclear waste over the years.

"Somalia's coastline has been used as a dumping ground for other countries' nuclear and hazardous wastes for many years as a result of the long civil war and the consequent inability of the authorities to police shipments or handle the wastes," the report said.

"Many people in Somalia's impacted areas are complaining of unusual health problems including respiratory infections, mouth bleeds and skin conditions," it said.

The report also said thousands of wells and water sources had been contaminated in the affected countries.

The report said regions protected from the tsunami included those with thriving coral reefs, mangrove forests and other coastal vegetation as well as peat swamps.

The report summarised an environmental impact study done by UNEP at the request of the governments of Sri Lanka, Thailand, Indonesia, Maldives, Seychelles, Yemen and Somalia.

"The report provides a preliminary ground-level look at the tsunami's impact on various sectors of the region's environment, it highlights problems in need of immediate attention", UNEP executive director Klaus Toepfer told a news conference.

_____________________________________________________________________________

New Scientist
Natural barriers reduced tsunami devastation

The first major assessment of the environmental damage caused by the Asian tsunami paints a picture of polluted water supplies, smashed livelihoods and damaged wildlife.

But in areas where natural barriers - such as mangrove swamps and coral reefs - had not been degraded by human activity, there was less devastation, according to the United Nations Environmental Programme (UNEP) report.

UNEP's executive director Klaus Toepfer said: "The report indicates that the environment was a victim of the tsunami but also that it often played its part in reducing the impact. Where healthy and relatively intact features like coral reefs, mangroves and coastal vegetation were in place there is evidence that the damage was reduced."

"There are innumerable reasons to maintain healthy habitats like coral reefs. They are nurseries for fish and magnets for tourists. Now we have another reason to conserve them," Toepfer said. The giant waves, created by a massive earthquake on 26 December 2004, are now estimated to have killed 290,000 people. 

Toxic materials

Fresh water supplies including groundwater, irrigation channels and even wells, were severely contaminated in all seven of the tsunami-hit countries studied by UNEP - Indonesia, Thailand, Sri Lanka, the Maldives, the Seychelles, Yemen and Somalia. All the freshwater sources on many islands - including all of Sri Lanka's wells - are thought to be polluted.

Water sources have been poisoned by sea water, sewage, human and animal decomposition and oil leaks, the report found. Toxic materials from damaged buildings have also been a problem, including asbestos, radioactive products and heavy metals. On beaches in Somalia, for example, the tsunami stirred up nuclear and hazardous waste deposits that had been dumped during the country's long civil war. 

"Many people in Somalia's impacted areas are complaining of unusual health problems, including acute respiratory infections, mouth bleeds and skin conditions," the report says. 

Lessons to learn

The study also found serious damage to forestry, coral reefs, mangroves, agricultural land and the fragile coastal ecosystems. There is also concern that large amounts of fishing equipment may have been washed away and is now damaging marine life.

Eric Falt, a UNEP spokesperson, told New Scientist that lessons could be learnt from the disaster, and much of the environmental damage need not be repeated. "It's an opportunity for planners to do things differently; to not build so close to the sea and for shrimp farmers not to repeat the destruction of mangroves," he said.

Wildlife appears to have fared better than other environmental aspects. But many of Sri Lanka's important turtle nesting sites were destroyed and there are reports that these severely endangered creatures are being eaten by desperately hungry local people.

However, there has also been some good news - turtles on Tanjung Bungah beach in Malaysia have taken advantage of the lack of tourists to begin breeding. More than 30 baby Olive Ridley sea turtles emerged onto the usually packed beach on 16 February, prompting a local campaign for a protected nest area.

_____________________________________________________________________________
LA Times

U.N. to Debate How Best to Curb Mercury

At a meeting in Kenya, European ministers will seek deadlines and bans on the global pollutant, but the U.S. opposes a binding treaty.
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By Marla Cone, Times Staff Writer

Environmental ministers meeting in Nairobi this week to tackle one of the most widespread pollutants will be asked to choose between strict curbs on mercury proposed by the European Union and a voluntary approach advocated by the United States.

The EU is calling for deadlines, bans and detailed promises, whereas the U.S. prefers partnerships between industries and governments with no specific goals or deadlines for reducing either the global supply or demand of mercury.

In 2001, the United Nations Environment Program, or UNEP, declared that "national, regional and global actions, both immediate and long-term, should be initiated as soon as possible" to reduce emissions of mercury, a potent neurotoxin that has contaminated fish and other food sources around the world.

Meeting at UNEP's world headquarters in the Kenyan capital through Friday, more than 100 environmental ministers from six continents will decide whether to begin drafting a binding international treaty to restrict the buying, selling and use of mercury.

Whether for small gold mines in Ghana or chemical factories in Louisiana, mercury is traded freely as a commodity on the world market. Every year, about 3,400 tons are purchased for use in industrial processes, particularly chlorine manufacture, and in products such as batteries.

Mercury is a natural element in the Earth's crust. When industries release it into the air, however, it travels great distances, contaminating oceans, lakes and rivers. The amount of mercury found in one out of six Americans exceeds levels that could cause neurological and developmental damage in a fetus or infant, according to the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency.

Unlike most other pollutants, mercury is used primarily in the developing world, not industrialized countries.

Coal-burning power plants are the largest source of mercury emissions in the U.S. — and in the world. But restrictions on the power industry will be left to individual nations under all the plans under consideration. Mercury alloys used in dental fillings also would remain unaffected.

The four industries that buy and sell mercury are the focus of the U.N. debate: chlorine production; battery manufacturing, which occurs mostly in China; small-scale gold mining in Africa, Brazil and Southeast Asia; and mercury mines in Spain, Kyrgyzstan, Algeria and China.

"Mercury mismanaged anywhere in the world contaminates U.S. food supplies," said Linda Greer, director of environmental health for the nonprofit Natural Resources Defense Council. "Mercury escaping from outdated chemical factories in India may easily appear in fish at a Manhattan grocery store or caught by anglers here in the U.S. Great Lakes." 

In a report last year, the European Commission, the EU's executive body, concluded that mercury should be considered a special case for trade restrictions because "it does not make economic or environmental sense for the European Commission to protect the free-functioning market for a toxic substance."

In its proposal to the U.N., the EU vowed to end all exports by 2011, shut down its only mercury mine and close old chloralkali plants that use vats of mercury to produce chlorine. It wants the rest of the world to commit itself to doing the same.

But the Bush administration opposes a binding treaty. Instead, it has called for creating partnerships between industries, governments and environmental groups to share information about mercury-free technologies, health advisories on contaminated fish and the best business practices.

Claudia A. McMurray, deputy assistant secretary for the environment at the State Department, said partnerships are the best option because negotiating a treaty could drag out five to eight years. Many developing nations, she said, do not even understand the extent of their emissions yet or the possible solutions, so they are unprepared to negotiate and cannot commit themselves to milestones. 

"A one-size-fits-all set of deadlines is not necessarily the right answer," McMurray said. "We see more individualized solutions."

At least 10 nations have shown interest in the partnerships, and the U.S. this week plans to pledge more than $1 million next year to support the U.N.'s mercury program.

The partnerships, McMurray said, would "make all the countries involved accountable. While they don't have a UNEP deadline attached to them, we would make a public commitment and the public could hold us to it."

Environmental groups in the U.S. and Europe accuse the administration of impeding any meaningful global progress and protecting U.S. industry.

"It's even worse than a weak starting point," Greer said. "It's a cover-up for not doing anything about the mercury problem. A partnership needs milestones and goals and timelines. Otherwise it will just be a meeting in Geneva twice a year."

Facing a divisive debate, the secretariat of UNEP has pieced together a directive that merges the U.S. partnerships proposal with one from Switzerland that would start crafting a binding treaty. Europe has proposed amendments that would close all mercury-using chlorine plants by 2020, restrict mercury batteries by 2010 and implement a strategy to reduce the metal's use in gold mines by 2007.

UNEP officials say developing nations are likely to side with the Bush administration out of fear that mercury supplies will be cut off. But they are eager to see whether the developed world — especially Japan, Canada and Australia — aligns with the U.S. or with Europe.

UNEP's governing council hopes to vote Thursday or Friday. 

"What seems certain is that there is support for further activities on mercury. The discussions are on what form they should take," said Aase Tuxen, scientific affairs officer of UNEP's chemical division.

Europe and Asia have the most at stake economically. Europe is the world's largest exporter of mercury, while China and India are the biggest users.

In the U.S., the only industry with a sizable economic stake is the chlorine industry, which purchases about 130 tons of mercury per year. Most chlorine manufacturers worldwide have already switched to mercury-free technology. But more than 135 chloralkali plants still use vats of mercury to trigger a chemical reaction, including nine in the U.S.

EPA spokeswoman Cynthia Bergman said the U.S. already had reduced its mercury emissions by more than 45% since 1990. Next month, the EPA will impose a new rule that caps mercury released from power plants. 
____________________________________________________________________________________

Associated Press Worldstream

February 22, 2005 Tuesday

U.N.: Economic damage to three countries hit by tsunami totals US$500 million

 

DATELINE: NAIROBI, Kenya

BODY:
Three countries affected by the Indian Ocean tsunami have suffered economic damage totaling nearly US$500 million ([euro]375 million), according to a United Nations report released Tuesday.

The interim report by the U.N. Environment Program evaluated economic damage in the Maldives, the Seychelles and Thailand.

The report also looked at environmental destruction in Indonesia, which was worst hit by the tsunami. The country suffered direct environmental damage totaling US$155 million ([euro]117.5 million), in addition to a loss of US$515 million ([euro]390.4 million) worth of environmental services, the report said. The report did not define what environmental services were. 

The tsunami is estimated to have killed at least 170,000 people in 12 countries in Asia and Africa.

Countries affected by the tsunami need to develop building standards similar to those in countries prone to earthquakes, UNEP's Executive Director Klaus Toepfer said.

The report recommends that the tsunami-affected countries replant mangrove forests and rehabilitate coral reefs, which act as buffers against tidal waves. They should also build emergency centers like those in Bangladesh where people can take refuge during heavy flooding and cyclones, the report said.

"Sri Lanka offers some of the best evidence that intact coastal ecosystems, such as coral reefs and healthy sand dunes, helped buffer aggressive waves," the report said.

"Most of (Sri Lanka's) Yala and Bundala National Parks were spared because vegetated coastal sand dunes completely stopped the tsunami, which was only able to enter where the dune line was broken by river outlets," the report said.

Indonesian Environment Minister Rachmat Witoelar told journalists that many of the deaths in the city of Banda Aceh occurred in areas where mangrove forests had been cleared to make way for a shrimp industry and house construction.

Witoelar said Indonesia will replant the forests.

The UNEP report will be discussed Wednesday during the biannual meeting of the organization's top decision making body.

___________________________________________________________________________________
Deutsche Presse-Agentur

February 22, 2005, Tuesday  
HEADLINE: Tsunami washes illegal sunk toxic waste up on Somalia's shores

DATELINE: Nairobi, Kenya

BODY:
Toxic waste has washed up on Somalia's shores almost two months after the devastating tsunami that struck countries bordering the Indian Ocean, according to a study by the United Nations Environment Programme presented Tuesday in Nairobi.

The waste had been illegally sunk in the ocean years earlier, according to the report, which highlighted the dramatic consequences the tsunami has had on the environment. 

The U.N. study, entitled "After the Tsunami - Rapid Environmental Assessment" focused on the long-term effects of the tsunami.

According to the report: "The tsunami has washed up toxic waste on beaches. Many people in Somalia's impacted areas are complaining of unusual health problems including acute respiratory infections, mouth bleeds and skin conditions."

Experts estimate that it costs about 2.50 dollars to sink a ton of toxic waste off the African Coast compared to 250 dollars that would have to be paid in Europe.

Experts have also recommended not to repeat mistakes made in the past and not to build in vulnerable areas.

Mangroves and coral reefs had to be preserved as they could form flood barriers.

UNEP's Executive Director, Klaus Toepfer said: "Where healthy and relatively intact features like coral reefs, mangroves and coastal vegetation were in place, there is evidence that the damage was reduced. There are innumerable reasons to maintain healthy habitats like coral reefs. They are nurseries for fish and magnets for tourists. Now we have another reason to conserve them." dpa uk pb
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_____________________________________________________________________________

Financial Times

Danger waste hits tsunami survivors

By Fiona Harvey in London

Published: February 23 2005 02:00 | Last updated: February 23 2005 02:00

Many people who survived the recent Indian Ocean tsunami have been afflicted by hazardous waste uncovered by the disaster, the United Nations Environment Programme said yesterday.

In Somalia, people have suffered respiratory problems, skin conditions and bleeding from contact with chemical and possibly nuclear waste that was dumped near the shores of the country. The UN said it could cost as little as $2.50 (£1.30) a tonne to deposit hazardous waste in Africa, compared with disposal costs in Europe of $250 a tonne.

Maldives islanders have had to deal with solid waste such as asbestos, fuel drums and oil leaks from damaged generators. Groundwater, bore holes and aquifers in areas affected by the tsunami have also been contaminated with salt water, bacteria and sewage, according to a UN report investigating the environmental consequences of the disaster.

But the UN said the rebuilding following the December 26 disaster offered the opportunity to avoid some problems in future.

Klaus Töpfer, executive director at the UN Environmental Programme, said: "The report underlines the importance of managing the reconstruction in an environmentally sensitive way. Buildings and other infrastructure need to be built in less vulnerable areas and to standards that will protect them and their inhabitants in the event of future tsunamis. This makes sense not only in respect to tsunamis but storms, surges, floods, hurricanes and other extreme weather events."

The UN expects such events to become more common as the result of global climate change.

Natural defences against tsunamis such as mangrove swamps, coastal vegetation and coral reefs should be cultivated and cared for, the report advised. Areas where mangrove swamps and coastal trees had been cleared were particularly badly hit by the waves.

Traditional forms of fishing activity also tend to leave coastlines in better shape to withstand wave battering, rather than the intensive fishing and shrimp farming that have characterised Asian coastal areas in recent years. Nets and other fishing gear swept out to sea by the waves continue to pose a hazard to marine life.

The rebuilding effort offered a "clear opportunity" for installing sustainable energy generation using wind, solar and tidal power. The report asked hotels to locate in less flood prone areas, and advocated the establishment of networks of safe haven towers, such as those used in Bangladesh.

_____________________________________________________________________________
Detroit News

World officials call for curbs on mercury

EU wants bans, promises to tackle widespread pollutant; U.S. seeks partnerships.

By Marla Cone / Los Angeles Times

	[image: image3.png]





Environmental ministers meeting in Nairobi, Kenya, this week to tackle one of the most widespread pollutants will be asked to choose between strict curbs on mercury proposed by the European Union and a voluntary approach advocated by the United States. 

The EU is calling for deadlines, bans and detailed promises, while the United States prefers partnerships between industries and governments with no specific goals or deadlines for reducing the supply or demand for mercury. 

Meeting at the United Nations Environment Program's world headquarters through Friday, more than 100 environmental ministers from six continents will decide whether to draft an international treaty to restrict the buying, selling and use of mercury. 

About 3,400 tons of mercury are bought annually for use in industrial processes, particularly making chlorine, and in products such as batteries. 

Mercury is a natural element in the Earth's crust. When industries release it into the air, however, it travels great distances, contaminating oceans, lakes and rivers. The amount of mercury found in one out of six Americans exceeds levels that could cause neurological and developmental damage in a fetus or infant, according to the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency. 

Coal-burning power plants are the largest source of mercury emissions in the United States -- and in the world. But restrictions on the power industry will be left to individual nations under all the plans under consideration. 

"Mercury mismanaged anywhere in the world contaminates U.S. food supplies," said Linda Greer, director of environmental health for the nonprofit Natural Resources Defense Council. "Mercury escaping from outdated chemical factories in India may easily appear in fish at a Manhattan grocery store or caught by anglers here in the U.S. Great Lakes." 

The Bush administration opposes a binding treaty on mercury. Instead, it has called for creating partnerships between industries, governments and environmental groups to share information about mercury-free technologies, health advisories for contaminated fish and best management practices for businesses. 

_____________________________________________________________________________
The Nation (Nairobi)

Kibaki Pleads for Help to Curb Paperbags Menance

	[image: image4.png]



	

	
	


February 22, 2005 
Posted to the web February 22, 2005 

Jeff Otieno
Nairobi 

The Government has appealed for help to control pollution caused by plastic paperbags.

President Kibaki made the appeal yesterday during the opening of the 23rd session of the Unep Governing Council at the UN headquarters in Gigiri, Nairobi.
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The President, who was the chief guest at the ceremony, said the pollution caused by plastic paperbags had been worsened by poor collection and disposal of garbage.

And although plastics had made life easier for consumers, they now posed a serious environmental concern.

"In many cities, plastic bags are used in large quantities at the household level. However, these bags are not disposed of in ways that ensure a clean environment," the President said.

He said Kenya would welcome initiatives to help it solve the problem.

"We recognise chemicals have become part and parcel of our modern society. However, clear policies and proper planning should guide the manufacturing, use and disposal of chemicals," the President added.

He called for the integration of chemical safety in national development strategies.

Pollution caused by plastics has been a major headache to conservationists in Kenya including the custodian of environmental standards, the National Environment Management Authority (Nema).

Environmentalists, led by Nobel Peace Prize laureate Wangari Maathai have in the past also been calling for tougher laws and substitutes to plastic bags.

Unep executive director Klaus Toepfer urged governments to take environmental conservation seriously for sustainable development.

Both President Kibaki and Dr Toepfer welcomed the coming into force of the Kyoto Protocol which aims at checking pollution. The agreement came into force last week after Russia joined other nations in ratifying the agreement which had been rejected by the US - one of the world's major polluters.

Dr Toepfer said the world was now on the right path to inspire creativity and come up with new solutions for a cleaner and safer environment.

To eradicate poverty, he said, the planet's environmental services and its natural capital were important in overcoming the problem.

UN Habitat's executive director, Ms Anna Tibaijuka, said poverty alleviation, access to water and adequate shelter dependend on sound environmental management.

"Well managed cities and towns can also help reduce green house gases, protect the ozone layer, manage fresh water resources, conserve forests and marine environments," added Ms Tibaijuka.

She said Habitat's goal was to achieve significant improvement in the lives of at least 100 million slum dwellers by 2020.

	
	

	


UN secretary-general Kofi Annan urged countries to integrate environmental matters in their socio-economic plans.

In a speech read on his behalf by the Unep deputy executive director, Mr Shafqat Kakakhel, Mr Annan called for the support of member countries in strengthening the organisation.

_____________________________________________________________________________

All American Patriots

U.N. Says Preserve Environment in Rebuilding After Asian Tsunami

Areas protected by coral reefs, forests survived with less damage

22 February 2005

A comprehensive environmental assessment conducted in the aftermath of the Indian Ocean tsunami finds that areas protected by undisturbed coral reefs, mangroves and coastal forests better survived the crashing waters, and could serve as models of sustainable development for the future. The U.N. Environment Programme -- working in collaboration with other U.N. organizations, governments and nongovernmental organizations – issued the report February 22 at a meeting of more than 100 government environment ministers in Nairobi, Kenya.

The report indicates that the environment was a victim of the tsunami "but also that it often played its part in reducing the impact,” said UNEP Executive Director Klaus Toepfer in a press release. “Where healthy and relatively intact features like coral reefs, mangroves and coastal vegetation were in place there is evidence that the damage was reduced.”

The findings identify the key environmental issues now challenging the region, including how to dispose responsibly of the waste and wreckage left behind in the wave’s destructive path, how to restore fresh water sources and agricultural lands swamped by the sea, and how to rebuild eroded beaches.

The report documents the extent of damage throughout the region, finding that intact coastal ecosystems generally fared better than those that had been damaged by agricultural, industrial or tourist activities.

For the future, the report recommends consideration of “no-build” setbacks from the high-tide line, a proposal already agreed upon in Sri Lanka, where construction within 200 meters of the high tide line will be prohibited in the future. It also suggests communities establish well-stocked towers to serve as safe havens in the event of high water, and the development of a tsunami-safe building code.
_____________________________________________________________________________

The Independent (South Africa)

Asian tsunami dislodged hazardous waste

February 22 2005 at 07:12PM

Nairobi - Hazardous waste, dislodged by the Asian tsunami, poses health risks to affected nations, a United Nations report said on Tuesday, citing people in Somalia suffering from mouth bleeds, respiratory infections and skin conditions.

The tsunami, triggered by a massive earthquake in the Indian Ocean killed an estimated 300 000 people in 11 countries, most of them in Asia but reaching as far as the coast of East Africa.

A UN Environmental Programme (Unep) report said the tsunami had dislodged hazardous materials, causing a threat to public health, and cited Somalia, where other countries had dumped their hazardous and nuclear waste over the years.

"Somalia's coastline has been used as a dumping ground for other countries' nuclear and hazardous wastes for many years as a result of the long civil war and the consequent inability of the authorities to police shipments or handle the wastes," the report said.

"Many people in Somalia's impacted areas are complaining of unusual health problems including respiratory infections, mouth bleeds and skin conditions," it said.

The report also said thousands of wells and water sources had been contaminated in the affected countries.

The report said regions protected from the tsunami included those with thriving coral reefs, mangrove forests and other coastal vegetation as well as peat swamps.

The report summarised an environmental impact study done by Unep at the request of the governments of Sri Lanka, Thailand, Indonesia, Maldives, Seychelles, Yemen and Somalia.

"The report provides a preliminary ground-level look at the tsunami's impact on various sectors of the region's environment, it highlights problems in need of immediate attention", Unep executive director Klaus Toepfer told a news conference.

_____________________________________________________________________________

Kerala News

World: Environmental changes are spreading infectious diseases – UN study

[World News]: Dramatic environmental changes now sweeping the planet, such as the loss of forests and the spread of cities, are promoting conditions for a rise in new and previously suppressed infectious diseases, including malaria and bilharzia, according to the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) latest yearbook.

Climate change may aggravate the threats of infectious diseases in three ways, by increasing the temperatures under which many diseases and their carriers flourish, by further stressing and altering habitats, and by causing migrations, experts suggest in UNEP’s Global Environment Outlook Year Book 2004/2005.

For example, the geographic range and seasonality of two of the world's most serious mosquito-borne infections, malaria and dengue fever, are very sensitive to changes in climate. Neissseria meningitidis, a common cause of meningitis, can also be spread many miles in the dusty conditions that occur following prolonged drought in regions of Africa bordering the Sahara.

Also a rise in the number of environmental refugees forced to migrate to other communities or even countries will favour the spread of diseases from one location to another where the population may be more susceptible.

Noting that one of the Millennium Developments Goals (MDGs) adopted in 2000 by the UN Millennium Summit seeks to reverse the spread of HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases, UNEP Executive Director Klaus Toepfer said: “If environmental degradation is not checked then, it is clear from these new findings that this will be harder and tougher to achieve.

“There are implications for many of the other Goals, from poverty eradication to the delivery of universal primary education for all. People who are sick are less able to work and children who are ill find it harder to attend and concentrate at school,” he added of other MDGs seeking to halve extreme poverty and hunger and increase access to education and medical care, all by 2015.

Together with loss of forests and spread of cities, the findings also cite road and dam building, the clearing of natural habitats for agriculture and mining and the pollution of coastal waters.

Expansion of mining and other extractive industries can increase the incidence of diseases like malaria. Deforestation and road building often disrupt forest and river systems increasing the habitats for malaria-carrying mosquitoes and migration of workers into previously inaccessible areas is increasing the population at risk.

_____________________________________________________________________________

Harold Doan News

TSUNAMI DESTRUCTION OFFERS CHANCE FOR NATURE-FRIENDLY RECONSTRUCTION - UN REPORT

The environmental devastation wrought by December's Indian Ocean tsunami offers an opportunity to rebuild in a way that preserves natural resources for the benefit of the local communities who were hardest hit by the disaster, according to a new United Nations report released today.

"Buildings and other infrastructure need to be built in less vulnerable areas and to standards that will protect them and their inhabitants in the event of future tsunamis," UN Environment Programme Executive Director Klaus Toepfer said. "This makes sense not only in respect to tsunamis but also with respect to storms surges, floods, hurricanes and other extreme weather events."

UNEP's Asian Tsunami Interim Report called for urgent vulnerability mapping to pinpoint coastal sites where homes, hotels, factories and other infrastructure should be banned or restricted, adding that the tourism industry, a vital revenue source for many of the affected countries' economies, should take a lead in locating hotels and resorts in less wave- and flood-prone areas.

Other measures that countries might consider is the establishment of a network of safe haven towers, it noted.

Bangladesh, a highly flood-prone nation that was not affected by the tsunami, which killed more than 200,000 people, left up to 5 million in need of basic services and caused billions of dollars of damage, has developed community-based concrete towers, stocked with provisions such as emergency water and food supplies, where people can seek refuge.

Among the buildings that did survive were mosques, possibly because they generally have large open ground floors that allowed the waves to pass through.

"Considerations should be given to ensuring that, for elevations below 10 metres above sea level, all public buildings are constructed with this open 'flow-through' ground floor design. There appears to be no readily available best practice building code for tsunamis, so one may need to be developed," the study said.

"The report indicates that the environment was both a victim of the tsunami but also that it often played its part in reducing the impact," Mr. Toepfer noted. "Where healthy and relatively intact features like coral reefs, mangroves and coastal vegetation were in place there is evidence that the damage was reduced. There are innumerable reasons to maintain healthy habitats like coral reefs. They are nurseries for fish and magnets for tourists. Now we have another reason to conserve them."

The report, based on surveys by UNEP teams in the field working with other UN agencies, governments and non-governmental organizations (NGOs), was released at UNEP's 23rd Governing Council/Global Ministerial Environment Forum in Nairobi, Kenya, where some 100 environment ministers have gathered for their annual talks.

In a related development the UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) warned against a harmful build-up of excessive fishing capacity in rehabilitating countries hit by the tsunami. Excessive capacity was a serious problem in some coastal fisheries prior to the disaster, according to FAO's Fisheries Department.

Restored fishing capacity should generally not exceed the levels that existed prior to the disaster - and in some places capacity should even be reduced, it added.

_____________________________________________________________________________

WASHINGTON FILE

22 February 2005

Preserve Environment in Post-Tsunami Rebuilding, U.N. Agency Says

Areas protected by coral reefs, forests survived with less damage

A comprehensive environmental assessment conducted in the aftermath of the Indian Ocean tsunami finds that areas protected by undisturbed coral reefs, mangroves and coastal forests better survived the crashing waters, and could serve as models of sustainable development for the future. 

The U.N. Environment Programme -- working in collaboration with other U.N. organizations, governments and nongovernmental organizations – issued the report February 22 at a meeting of more than 100 government environment ministers in Nairobi, Kenya. 

The report indicates that the environment was a victim of the tsunami "but also that it often played its part in reducing the impact,” said UNEP Executive Director Klaus Toepfer in a press release. “Where healthy and relatively intact features like coral reefs, mangroves and coastal vegetation were in place there is evidence that the damage was reduced.”

The findings identify the key environmental issues now challenging the region, including how to dispose responsibly of the waste and wreckage left behind in the wave’s destructive path, how to restore fresh-water sources and agricultural lands swamped by the sea, and how to rebuild eroded beaches.

The report documents the extent of damage throughout the region, finding that intact coastal ecosystems generally fared better than those that had been damaged by agricultural, industrial or tourist activities.

For the future, the report recommends consideration of “no-build” setbacks from the high-tide line, a proposal already agreed upon in Sri Lanka, where construction within 200 meters of the high tide line will be prohibited in the future. It also suggests communities establish well-stocked towers to serve as safe havens in the event of high water, and the development of a tsunami-safe building code. 

A copy of the full report is available at http://mirror.unep.org/tsunami/tsunami_rpt.asp

____________________________________________________________________________________________
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Tsunami-Hit Nations Called On To Heed Environment
AFP
Feb. 22, 2005 — Thai Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra Tuesday called for quickly building a tsunami warning system for the Indian Ocean to restore holidaymakers' confidence and revive the hard-hit tourism industry. 

"The livelihoods of hundreds of thousands of people living in the affected areas from Southeast Asia to South Asia, to the east coast of Africa, depends on tourism," the premier told an emergency session of the UN World Tourism Organization's executive council. 

Countries hit by last year's devastating tsunami should erect natural buffer zones along their coasts and rebuild in less exposed areas to protect against future calamities, a U.N. report said Tuesday. 

The planting of trees, primarily mangroves, around denuded shorelines would lessen the impact of disasters like the Dec. 26 tsunami which killed nearly 290,000 people around the Indian Ocean, according to the report. 

"Priority should be given to near-shore forest development as trees will help absorb the energy of future tsunamis, prevent coastal erosion due to rising sea levels and meet national objectives for reforestation and job creation," it said. 

The report, entitled "After The Tsunami — Rapid Environmental Assessment," was released at the annual meeting of UN Environment Program (UNEP) governors in Nairobi. 

UNEP estimates that reconstruction and rehabilitation costs could top $10 billion (7.5 billion euros) and take as long as a decade to implement. 

As countries proceed, they must heed the long-term environmental lessons of the tsunami, particularly the consequences of ripping out mangrove swamps and the destruction of coral reefs that protect coastlines, it said. 

"The environment was both a victim of the tsunami but also ... often played its part in reducing the impact," UNEP chief Klaus Toepfer said. "There are innumerable reasons to maintain healthy habitats like coral reefs," he said. "They are nurseries fish and magnets for tourists. Now we have another reason to conserve them." 

Indonesian Environment Minister Rachmand Witoelar told reporters that his country, where the tsunami killed more than 236,000 people, had learned a bitter lesson about the importance of mangroves. 

"In Indonesia, people who perished had build houses where mangrove were supposed to be," he said. "We will ensure that we return the mangrove in their natural habitat." 

In many parts of southeast Asia, mangroves have been systematically destroyed to make way for shrimp farms and beachfront development. 

In rebuilding destroyed housing and infrastructure, UNEP lamented a lack of best practice guidelines for construction to minimize damage from giant waves and said that such blueprints should be urgently drawn up. 

"Vulnerability mapping is urgently needed to pinpoint coastal sites where homes, hotels, factories and other infrastructure should be banned or restricted," it said. 

The report noted that Sri Lanka, one of the hardest-hit countries, had already decided to establish a no-build zone up to 200 meters (yards) from the average high tide line. 

In the meantime it suggested that countries enact strict building codes in coastal areas to keep construction away from sites known to be prone to high waves and flooding. 

It said the tourism industry, a vital source of revenue for many of the tsunami-affected countries' economies, should take the lead in locating hotels and resorts in less exposed areas. 

In addition to the immediate damage to lives and property caused by the tsunami, the report said the disaster had been compounded by the amount of debris and toxic substances it spread into marine ecosystems. 

"There is an ongoing potential danger to those involved in disposing or recycling such material," it said. "Rapid clean up may have resulted to inappropriate disposal methods." 

In Indonesia's worst-hit province of Banda Aceh alone, between seven and ten million cubic meters (250 million and 355 million cubic feet) of waste were generated by the tsunami. 

In the low-lying Maldives islands, dislodged asbestos and leaking fuel have mixed with human and animal waste to form a potentially lethal mix, the report said. 
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Renewable Energy

World Bank, UNEP Release Wind, Hydro Models

February 22, 2005

[RenewableEnergyAccess.com] Natural Resources Canada's CETC-Varennes, along with the World Bank's Prototype Carbon Fund (PCF) and the United Nations Environment Programme's (UNEP) Division of Technology, Industry and Economics (DTIE), are co-operating to develop and incorporate an improved greenhouse gas emissions baseline tool into the RETScreen International Clean Energy Project Analysis Software. This inclusion will enable RETScreen users to better estimate the potential of carbon finance for their projects. RETScreen International - Version 3.0 upgrades include a metric/imperial unit switch; updated product data; an enhanced GHG model to account for the emerging rules under the Kyoto Protocol; and a new Sensitivity & Risk Analysis worksheet. The Wind Energy and Small Hydro Project Models are now available, with the other existing technology models to be upgraded. RETScreen now has more than 53,000 software users in 205 countries around the world and is growing at 250 new users every week. To download the software, and other related tools, visit the following link.
____________________________________________________________________________________

PANA News 

Declining environment threatens human survival - UNEP  

Nairobi, Kenya (PANA) - The UN Environmental Programme (UNEP) has called on world leaders to redouble their efforts in fighting environmental degradation and massive chemical pollution across

the globe.

UNEP executive director Claus Toepfer warned Tuesday that poverty reduction, the disease burden currently facing Africa and other developing countries and eradicating the health threats facing

mankind, would not be achieved without reducing environmental rot.

Speaking during the opening of a five-day UNEP Global Governing Council meeting here, the UN official also noted that many countries might not achieve their gross poverty reduction goals

if environmental degradation and chemical pollution, including the emission of heavy metals into the atmosphere, were not urgently addressed.

"A considerable body of scientific data points to the environmental degradation of ecosystems, the decline in ecosystem services as a direct cause of many of the pressing issues we face

today, including poverty, declining human health, hunger and undrinkable water and emerging diseases," Toepfer told the 100 Environment Ministers attending the forum.

He said the "environmental tragedy" caused by the failure to curb the worsening crisis translates into the rapid disappearance of fresh water masses and the loss of US$42 billion a year in economic returns.

"We must redouble our efforts in areas such as sane and sensible management of natural resources of biological diversity, including soils and water," he stressed, noting that countries are losing an average of six million hectares of land due to land degradation.

"Eradicating extreme poverty and hunger has increasingly been the focus of our work since 1992 and became central since the World Summit on Sustainable Development in 2002," Toepfer recalled,

adding: "Poverty is the most toxic element in the world".

Kenyan President Mwai Kibaki told the conference that the world has had to contend with major environmental catastrophes, like the recent tsunami disaster and major earthquakes, with a

collective spirit.

"These events have time and again demonstrated that the world is one, and the only way to effectively address the challenges we face is to respond together as a community," Kibaki noted.

Meanwhile, Indonesian environment Minister Rachmat Witoelar has officially assumed the Presidency of the Governing Council from his outgoing Tanzanian colleague.

____________________________________________________________________________________
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Reflooding bodes well for Iraqi marshes

Michael Hopkin

UN-funded scheme could restore the Marsh Arabs' homelands.

A Marsh Arab fishermen collects reeds (P. australis) in the natural Al-Hawizeh marsh near the Iranian border.

© C.J. Richardson

Iraq's marshlands, ravaged during Saddam Hussein's regime, show signs of bouncing back, say scientists who have surveyed the region's ecosystems. They are hopeful that some 30% of the former marshland, which was reduced to desert during the 1980s and 1990s, can be restored.

The marshlands, thought by some to be the scene of the biblical Garden of Eden, once covered some 15,000 square kilometres. But they were drained by the Iraqi government, partly to punish local Marsh Arab communities for political uprisings.

At the time of Saddam's overthrow in 2003, roughly 10% of the original marshes remained, says Curtis Richardson of Duke University in Durham, North Carolina, who carried out the recent survey along with US and Iraqi colleagues. The significance of the destruction has been likened to that of deforestation in the Amazon basin.

Large swathes of former marshlands in Southern Iraq have dried up.

© news@nature.com

Restoring the marshes isn't necessarily straightforward. When the marshes dried up, the soil was left in an extremely salty state. So one hazard of reflooding the land is that, if fresh water is not kept flowing continuously, the water will become too salty for the area's natural species to survive.

Some marshland has already been partially flooded by local people, who tore down dams in a bid to get water back on to their land. That has given Richardson's team the chance to investigate how the region might fare in a more carefully planned restoration. Last year, the United Nations Environment Programme pledged US$11 million for such a scheme.

Opening floodgates

The researchers set up monitoring stations in two reflooded areas, and compared them with the natural remaining marshland at Al-Hawizeh, on the Iranian border. They measured water quality, and surveyed the plant and animal life present.

The restored marshes do show signs of recovery, Richardson told the annual meeting of the American Association for the Advancement of Science in Washington DC on 19 February. But the untouched marshland was still considerably healthier.

Salt levels in the reflooded marsh at Suq al-Shuyukh were higher than at Al-Hawizeh, say the researchers, who also publish their findings in Science1. However, water quality at the other reflooded site, Abu Zarag, was similar to that in the pristine marsh.

Typical plant species, dominated by the reed Phragmites australis, are also returning to the two restored marshes, the researchers report. But the colonization by plants and animals has not yet reached the levels at Al-Hawizeh. This site, for example, is still the only home of the otters that once roamed the entire region.

Restoring populations

Cracked marsh soil lines a dried-out streambed in the totally drained Central marsh near Chibayish.

Richardson and his team hope that some 30% of the original area can be restored. "It's down to how much water you can get in," Richardson told the meeting. "We're hoping to restore large blocks, but it won't be contiguous marshland as before."

The process will depend partly on water conflicts with Iraq's neighbours. Iran is planning to build a large dyke, which would prevent the River Tigris from watering Al-Hawizeh. And Turkey's Ataturk Dam is large enough to slow the River Euphrates to a trickle.

But if the Garden of Eden can be saved, it could be a huge boost for the region's Shia population, which fell from 350,000 in a 1947 census to around 75,000 today. The 12 major tribes of Marsh Arabs moved away during the 1990s as their homelands dried up, said Peter Reiss, a water resources expert with the US Agency for International Development.

Restoring the marshlands could entice them to return, he says. "They don't want to be made museum specimens, they want clean water. If they can have a stable life there they will go back."
____________________________________________________________________________________
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Kyoto Protocol Takes Effect, Without U.S.

February 22, 2005

Reporting by Roddy Scheer

Seven years after it was brokered by the United Nations, the Kyoto Protocol went into effect last week, despite lack of involvement by the world's biggest polluter, the United States. The international treaty ratified by 140 nations sets targets for the reduction of emissions of carbon dioxide and other pollutants that lead to global warming.

Bush administration officials have complained that the treaty is bad for American businesses, lets developing countries off the hook, and hardly makes a dent in global emissions. Indeed, according to UN estimates, the Kyoto treaty, if fully implemented, would reduce the projected temperature rise of 1.4 to 5.8 degrees Celsius by only 0.1 degree over the next century.

"Kyoto is without doubt only the first step," says Klaus Toepfer of the UN Environment Programme, which oversees implementation of the treaty. "We will have to do more to fight this rapid increase in temperature on our wonderful blue planet Earth. It will be hard work."

Meanwhile, scientific evidence continues to mount in support of strong action to combat global warming through emissions reductions. At an international conference in England last week, scientists reported that melting glaciers, shrinking Arctic ice sheets, and global changes in rainfall patterns are all attributable to global warming, and the effects are likely to grow worse quickly.
__________________________________________________________________________________
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Medio ambiente degradado aumentó devastación del maremoto de Asia 
	
Envíe esta nota por e-mail 



 

 La devastación que causó el maremoto del pasado diciembre en Asia fue mayor en las zonas con daños medioambientales, donde ni corales ni vegetación pudieron actuar como barreras ante las olas gigantes, según un informe hecho público hoy en Nairobi.

"Una de las conclusiones clave es que los ecosistemas costeros protegen a las personas", dijo Pasi Rinne, responsable del Grupo de Trabajo del Tsunami del Programa de la ONU para el Medio Ambiente (PNUMA), que ha elaborado el documento.

Según el informe, "Sri Lanka ofrece una de las mejores pruebas de cómo los ecosistemas costeros intactos, con corales en buen estado, actúan de para-choque ante oleajes agresivos".

"La mayor parte de los parques nacionales de Yala y Bundala se salvaron del daño porque la vegetación de la costa y las dunas pararon por completo el 'tsunami'", añade, mientras que "las zonas costeras más dañadas fueron áreas mineras donde el corales estaban en muy mal estado".

En Somalia, donde 650 kilómetros de costa se vieron afectados por el maremoto, el informe apunta a que el impacto fue mayor "debido a que los manglares habían sido talados para utilizar la leña o como material de construcción".

El informe "Después del Tsunami" afirma que hay muchas lecciones que se pueden extraer para la reconstrucción de los países afectados por el maremoto.

"Una de las prioridades debe ser la reforestación de la primera línea de costa, de modo que los árboles puedan absorber la energía de futuros 'tsunamis'", señala el documento.

"La construcción de edificios y otras infraestructuras debe hacerse en zonas menos vulnerables para proteger a la población no sólo de 'tsunamis' sino de huracanes, inundaciones y otros fenómenos meteorológicos extremos", dijo por su parte el director ejecutivo del PNUMA, Klaus Toepfer.

El informe fue presentado durante reunión bianual del Consejo de Gobierno del PNUMA, que se celebra hasta el viernes en la capital keniana, sede de la organización, con la presencia de más de cien ministros de Medio Ambiente de todo el mundo.

La reunión centrará sus sesiones en analizar estrategias de recuperación tras el "tsunami" de Asia y la importancia del medio ambiente para lograr los Objetivos de Desarrollo del Milenio, una serie de metas fijadas para el año 2015 y que incluyen reducir a la mitad la pobreza, aumentar el acceso al agua potable y lograr una educación primaria universal. EFE

___________________________________________________________________________________
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Appels à protéger la Terre lors d'une conférence de l'Onu sur l'environnement 

AFP
[lundi 21 février 2005 - 17h04] 

	


Le chef du PNUE Klaus Toepfer (g), le vice-premier ministre chinois Zeng Peiyan et le président du Kenya Mwai Kibaki, le 21 février 2005 à Nairobi 
© AFP Simon Maina


NAIROBI (AFP) - Des responsables onusiens et gouvernementaux ont appelé à protéger la planète, lundi à Nairobi, au premier jour d'une réunion annuelle du Programme de l'Onu pour l'environnement (PNUE) à laquelle participent un millier de délégués du monde entier. 

"L'environnement n'est pas un luxe", a déclaré le chef du PNUE, Klaus Toepfer, à l'ouverture de cette réunion qui doit durer jusqu'à vendredi au siège de l'agence de l'Onu pour l'environnement. 
La nature "est une police d'assurance importante sur le plan économique que nous ignorons à notre péril", a-t-il ajouté. 

La 23ème réunion annuelle du conseil d'administration du PNUE, organisée parallèlement à un forum ministériel sur l'environnement, se tient moins d'une semaine après l'entrée en vigueur du protocole de Kyoto, qui vise à réduire l'émission de gaz à l'origine du réchauffement de la planète. 

Elle est aussi organisée alors que les pays de l'océan Indien touchés par le tsunami du 26 décembre qui a fait quelque 290.000 morts tentent de panser les plaies de cette catastrophe. 

Ces deux thèmes figurent en tête de l'agenda de la réunion du PNUE qui doit notamment déboucher sur un rapport sur les meilleures pratiques en matière d'environnement pour faire face à des catastrophes comme les tsunamis. 

Le rapport insistera sur la nécessité d'avoir "un environnement naturel stable, des barrières de corail, des mangroves, des fonds de mer en bonne santé et des côtes avec de la végétation", selon le porte-parole du PNUE, Nick Nuttal. 

Les délégués de la réunion, dont quelque 70 ministres de l'Environnement et des Finances, se pencheront aussi sur le lien entre écologie, développement durable et éradication de la pauvreté. 

"La protection de l'environnement n'est plus une question de choix", a déclaré le président kenyan Mwai Kibaki lors de la cérémonie d'ouverture. "La survie de l'humanité dépend des décisions et des actions que nous adoptons aujourd'hui", a-t-il ajouté. 

M. Kibaki, qui a qualifié l'entrée en vigueur du protocole de Kyoto, le 16 février, de "pas historique pour l'humanité", a appelé à une adhésion universelle de ce protocole dans "l'intérêt d'un développement durable de cette planète". 

Les Etats-Unis, un des premiers pays pollueurs au monde, ont refusé de signer à ce protocole. Tous les pays en développement, dont la Chine et l'Inde, sont exonérés des réductions d'émissions de gaz à effet de serre prévues par l'accord. 

La dégradation de l'environnement et le changement climatique favorisent déjà la résurgence ou l'apparition de maladies dans les pays en développement, selon le PNUE. 

La déforestation, l'expansion des villes ou encore la pollution des eaux côtières créent des conditions pour le développement de la dengue, de la malaria ou encore de la bilharziose, a expliqué Marion Cheatle du PNUE. 

Par ailleurs, un tiers des espèces de batraciens sont menacées d'extinction à cause du changement climatique et de la pollution, selon un communiqué du PNUE qui n'a cependant pas précisé de date pour la disparition de ces espèces. 

A l'ordre du jour de la réunion du PNUE figureront aussi les piètres performances de l'Afrique sub-saharienne pour remplir les objectifs du Millénaire, définis par l'Onu et dont l'ambition est de réduire de moitié la pauvreté dans le monde d'ici à 2015. 

Selon le rapport annuel du PNUE en 2004, l'Afrique du Nord et des pays asiatiques - dont la Chine, l'Inde et la Thaïlande - ont rempli les objectifs ou sont en bonne voie pour les remplir. 

A l'inverse, "tous les indicateurs pointent dans la mauvaise direction" en Afrique sub-saharienne, selon le rapport annuel du PNUE. 

"L'environnement est le fil d'or, le ruban rouge, qui parcourt de long en large les objectifs du Millénaire", a déclaré M. Toepfer, estimant que la pauvreté est "l'élément le plus toxique dans le monde". 
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   Tsunami: les pays touchés doivent construire des barrières naturelles (Onu) 
   
   NAIROBI, 22 fév (AMI) - Les pays frappés le 26 décembre par le tsunami devraient mettre en place des barrières naturelles le long de leurs côtes et reconstruire dans des zones moins exposées à ce type de catastrophes, selon un rapport du Programme de l'Onu pour l'environnement (PNUE) rendu public mardi.


   La plantation d'arbres, essentiellement de la mangrove, le long de côtes dénudées, peut atténuer les conséquences de catastrophes naturelles comme le tsunami du 26 décembre qui a fait quelque 290.000 morts dans les pays de l'océan Indien, selon le rapport.


   "La priorité devrait être donnée au développement de la forêt près de la côte puisque les arbres aident à absorber l'énergie des tsunamis, préviennent l'érosion de la côte due à l'élévation du niveau de la mer, permettent de créer des emplois et de répondre aux objectifs de la reforestation", selon le rapport.


   Ce document, intitulé "Après le tsunami, rapide évaluation environnementale", a été rendu public lors de la 23ème réunion annuelle du conseil d'administration du PNUE, qui se tient cette semaine à Nairobi.


   Selon le PNUE, la reconstruction post-tsunami pourrait coûter jusqu'à 10 milliards de dollars (7,7 milliards d'euros) et durer une décennie.
   Les pays touchés par le tsunami devraient tirer les leçons de cette catastrophe, notamment les conséquences sur les marécages de mangroves et la destruction des bancs de corail qui protègent les côtes, selon le rapport.
   "En Indonésie, des personnes qui ont été tuées avaient construit des maisons où il y avait à l'origine la mangrove", a déclaré à la presse à Nairobi le ministre indonésien de l'Environnement, Rachmand Witoelar, dont le pays a été le plus touché par le tsunami du 26 décembre.


   "Nous allons nous assurer que nous replanterons de la mangrove dans son environnement naturel", a-t-il ajouté.


   Dans plusieurs régions de l'Asie du sud-est, les mangroves ont été systématiquement détruites pour construire des infrastructures touristiques et laisser de la place à des entreprises de pêches à la crevette.


   Le PNUE conseille aussi que les pays établissent des règles de construction strictes sur les côtes.


   "Les constructions doivent être faites dans des régions moins vulnérables et selon des normes qui les protégeront, ainsi que leurs habitants, dans le cas de tsunamis", a déclaré à la presse le chef du PNUE, Klaus Toepfer.


   "Cela est valable pour les tsunamis, mais aussi pour les inondations, les ouragans et d'autres événements météorologiques extrêmes", a-t-il ajouté.


   Selon le rapport du PNUE, le Sri Lanka, un des pays les plus touchés par le tsunami du 26 décembre, a déjà décidé de mettre en place une zone non-constructible. Cette zone s'étend sur une bande d'environ 200 mètres de large, et le long de l'océan.


   L'industrie touristique, qui est une source de revenus essentielle pour de nombreux pays touchés par le tsunami, devrait montrer l'exemple en construisant dans des zones moins exposées aux raz-de-marée, selon le PNUE.


   En plus des pertes humaines et des destructions matérielles provoquées par le tsunami, cette catastrophe a rejeté dans l'éco-système de nombreux débris et substances toxiques.
   Dans la province indonésienne la plus touchée, celle de Banda Aceh, entre 7 et 10 millions de mètres cube de déchets ont ainsi été générées par le tsunami, selon le PNUE.
AMI
_____________________________________________________________________________
AP

Tsunami: le sort des Maldives lié à l'effet de serre par Christopher Torchia

MALE, Maldives (AP) - Le président des Maldives a appelé lundi la communauté internationale à réduire les émissions de gaz à effet de serre, soulignant qu'un système d'alerte au tsunami serait de peu d'intérêt pour son pays dans les conditions actuelles, où la montée du niveau des l'océans imputée au réchauffement de la planète menace d'engloutir l'archipel. De son côté, l'ONU souligne l'importance d'une politique de protection de l'environnement pour limiter les dégâts.
»Si les mers s'élèvent encore d'un seul mètre, ce pays ne sera plus», a lancé le président Maumoon Abdul Gayoom, à l'occasion de la visite des anciens présidents américains George Bush père et Bill Clinton, chargés de recueillir des fonds pour les victimes du séisme et des raz-de-marée du 26 décembre en Asie du Sud.


Le président Clinton a jugé indispensable l'installation d'un dispositif d'alerte précoce au tsunami tout en soulignant que la responsabilité devait en être partagée. «Tous les pays veulent un système d'alerte précoce. Ils veulent qu'il soit interconnecté à travers tout l'océan Indien mais ils veulent en être suffisamment propriétaires pour être à peu près sûrs qu'il fonctionnera pour leur population», a-t-il souligné lors d'une conférence de presse dans la capitale des Maldives, Malé. Les Etats-Unis refusent de ratifier le protocole de Kyoto pour la réduction des émissions de gaz à effet de serre.


L'archipel constitué de 1.192 îlots coralliens étalés sur quelque 500km face à la pointe sud de l'Inde, est l'un des pays du monde les plus bas par rapport au niveau de la mer, avec une altitude moyenne d'un mètre. Les autorités estiment que dans les jours suivant le 26 décembre, jusqu'à 40% du pays de ce pays de 300.000 habitants ont été submergés.
Selon le rapport annuel du Programme des Nations unies pour l'environnement (PNUE), basé à Nairobi (Kenya), les côtes déjà abîmées par la pollution ou une exploitation intensive ont plus souffert du tsunami que celles naturellement protégées, notamment par des récifs coralliens en bon état, mangroves, d'unes végétales ou forêts côtières. Le directeur du PNUE, Klaus Töpfer, estime donc que «l'environnement n'est pas un luxe». «C'est une police d'assurance économiquement importante dont nous ignorons la sagesse à nos risques et périls», a-t-il déclaré lundi.


Le tsunami a fait un total de 170.083 à 182.334 morts dans onze pays, et 127.240 à 129.897 personnes sont portées disparues et considérées comme décédées pour la plupart. Le dernier bilan en date pour l'Indonésie, le pays le plus touché, était lundi de 122.360 à 127.414 morts, selon les sources officielles dont les décomptes divergent, et 113.937 à 116.368 disparus.
AP
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NAIROBI, 21 fév (AFP)
Appels à protéger la Terre lors d'une conférence de l'Onu sur l'environnement
[image: image11.png]



Des responsables onusiens et gouvernementaux ont appelé à protéger la planète, lundi à Nairobi, au premier jour d'une réunion annuelle du Programme de l'Onu pour l'environnement (PNUE) à laquelle participent plus de 1.000 délégués du monde entier.

"L'environnement n'est pas un luxe", a déclaré le chef du PNUE, Klaus Toepfer, à l'ouverture de cette réunion qui doit durer jusqu'à vendredi au siège de l'agence de l'Onu pour l'environnement.

La nature "est une police d'assurance importante sur le plan économique que nous ignorons à notre péril", a-t-il ajouté.

La 23ème réunion annuelle du conseil d'administration du PNUE, organisée parallèlement à un forum ministériel sur l'environnement, se tient moins d'une semaine après l'entrée en vigueur du protocole de Kyoto, qui vise à réduire l'émission de gaz à l'origine du réchauffement de la planète.

Elle est aussi organisée alors que les pays de l'océan Indien touchés par le tsunami du 26 décembre qui a fait quelque 290.000 morts tentent de panser les plaies de cette catastrophe.

Ces deux thèmes figurent en tête de l'agenda de la réunion du PNUE qui doit notamment déboucher sur un rapport sur les meilleures pratiques en matière d'environnement pour faire face à des catastrophes comme les tsunamis.

Le raz-de-marée du 26 décembre est "un événement choquant, aux dimensions bibliques", a estimé M. Toepfer qui a appelé le monde à adopter les politiques nécessaires pour atténuer les impacts de telles catastrophes.

Le rapport qui sera adopté cette semaine insistera sur la nécessité d'avoir "un environnement naturel stable, des barrières de corail, des mangroves, des fonds de mer en bonne santé et des côtes avec de la végétation", selon le porte-parole du PNUE, Nick Nuttal.

Les délégués de la réunion, dont quelque 70 ministres de l'Environnement et des Finances, se pencheront aussi sur le lien entre écologie, développement durable et éradication de la pauvreté.

"La protection de l'environnement n'est plus une question de choix", a déclaré le président kényan Mwai Kibaki lors de la cérémonie d'ouverture. "La survie de l'humanité dépend des décisions et des actions que nous adoptons aujourd'hui", a-t-il ajouté.

M. Kibaki, qui a qualifié l'entrée en vigueur du protocole de Kyoto, le 16 février, de "pas historique pour l'humanité", a appelé à une adhésion universelle de ce protocole dans "l'intérêt d'un développement durable de cette planète". 

Les Etats-Unis, un des premiers pays pollueurs au monde, ont refusé de signer à ce protocole. Tous les pays en développement, dont la Chine et l'Inde, sont exonérés des réductions d'émissions de gaz à effet de serre prévues par l'accord.

A l'ordre du jour de la réunion du PNUE figureront aussi les piètres performances de l'Afrique sub-saharienne pour remplir les objectifs du Millénaire, définis par l'Onu et dont l'ambition est de réduire de moitié la pauvreté dans le monde d'ici à 2015.

Selon le rapport annuel du PNUE en 2004, l'Afrique du Nord et des pays asiatiques - dont la Chine, l'Inde et la Thaïlande - ont rempli les objectifs ou sont en bonne voie pour les remplir.

A l'inverse, "tous les indicateurs pointent dans la mauvaise direction" en Afrique sub-saharienne, selon le rapport annuel du PNUE.

"L'environnement est le fil d'or, le ruban rouge, qui parcourt de long en large les objectifs du Millénaire", a déclaré M. Toepfer, estimant que la pauvreté est "l'élément le plus toxique dans le monde".

"Les services environnementaux de la planète, son capital naturel sont aussi importants pour vaincre la pauvreté que le capital humain et financier du monde", a-t-il estimé.

___________________________________________________________________________________

taz, die tageszeitung

22. Februar 2005

ÜBERSCHRIFT: Gesundheit und Umweltschutz

TEXT:


NAIROBI - Das UN-Umweltprogramm (Unep) hat vor der Ausbreitung tödlicher Infektionskrankheiten gewarnt, die durch Umweltzerstörung begünstigt werden. 

Zum Auftakt der Sitzung des Unep-Verwaltungsrats legten Experten gestern in der kenianischen Hauptstadt Nairobi eine Studie über Krankheiten und Ökologie vor. Unep-Direktor Klaus Töpfer sagte, die Untersuchung sei ein Beleg dafür, dass Umweltschutz und wirtschaftliche Entwicklung zusammengehörten. Der Umweltschutz ist laut Töpfer entscheidend für das Erreichen der Ziele der Staatengemeinschaft zur Bekämpfung von Armut und Hunger. "Die Umwelt ist der Faktor, mit dem die Millenniumsziele stehen und fallen", erklärte der frühere Bundesminister. Bis Freitag werden 70 Umweltminister in Nairobi erwartet, darunter auch Jürgen Trittin (Grüne).

UPDATE: 22. Februar 2005

-----------------------------------------------
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Telepolis (German news service)

Die Renaturierung des Garten Eden

Katja Seefeldt 21.02.2005

Die Mesopotamischen Sümpfe werden wieder hergestellt

In die von Saddam Hussein trocken gelegten Feuchtgebiete im Südirak wird seit 2003 wieder Wasser eingeleitet &ndash; Teile der Sümpfe scheinen sich tatsächlich zu erholen

Historiker und Theologen vermuten, dass die Mesopotamischen Sümpfe Vorbild für das biblische Paradies waren &ndash; den Garten Eden. Derzeit wächst und gedeiht dort allerdings wenig. Mit diktatorischer Gründlichkeit hat der ehemalige Präsident Saddam Hussein vor allem nach 

dem Aufstand der Schiiten im Jahr 1991 die zwischen dem Unterlauf von Euphrat und Tigris gelegenen Sümpfe entwässern lassen. Das Ziel: Regimegegnern und Deserteuren ihre Rückzugsgebiete zu entziehen. Gleichzeitig wurde einer besonders artenreichen Flora und Fauna das Wasser abgegraben, und den dort seit 5.000 Jahren lebenden Madan, den so genannten Sumpfarabern, ihr angestammter Lebensraum entzogen.

Doch nach dem Sturz Saddam Husseins begann die Bevölkerung, Dämme einzureißen und Wasser in die Sumpfgebiete einzuleiten. Im vergangenen Juli startete auch das United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP [1]) ein 11-Millionen-Dollar-Projekt, das die Renaturierung vorantreiben 

soll. 

Ein amerikanisch-irakisches Forscherteam hat nun erste Untersuchungen dazu angestellt, ob und wie sich die wieder gefluteten Sümpfe erholen. Die Ergebnisse, die im aktuellen Science [2] vorgestellt werden, sind ermutigend.

Paradies von 15.000 Quadratkilometern

Über 15.000 Quadratkilometer erstreckten sich ehemals die Mesopotamischen Sümpfe. An ihren Rändern lebten die Madan und mit ihren Wasserbüffeln auf aus Schilf gebauten Inseln. Heute sind nur noch 10 Prozent der Feuchtgebiete völlig intakt. Die Fischbestände sind auf 27 bis 36 Prozent zurückgegangen, 66 Vogelarten sind akut bedroht. 

Das Austrocknen der Sümpfe, die als natürlicher Filter für Verunreinigungen in Euphrat und Tigris wirkten, hat die Wasserqualität im Arabischen Golf deutlich beeinträchtigt. Doch es gibt Hoffnung: Bis 

zum März 2004 wurde immerhin in 20 Prozent der ausgetrockneten Gebiete 

wieder Wasser eingeleitet. 

Problem: Versalzung

Der US-Forscher Curtis Richardson [3] von der Nicholas School of  Environment and Earth Sciences [4] hat zusammen mit amerikanischen und irakischen Kollegen Boden- und Wasserproben sowie Flora und Fauna in den irakischen Sumpfgebieten analysiert und dabei sehr unterschiedliche Beobachtungen gemacht. Während es in einigen Gebieten gelungen ist, allein durch Zuleiten von Wasser einen Renaturierungsprozess in Gang zu setzen, hat sich in anderen Teilen der Sümpfe die Versalzung nicht 

gebessert. 

Das wenn auch flächenmäßig deutlich geschrumpfte Feuchtgebiet Al-Hawizeh, das an der Grenze zum Iran liegt, ist am ursprünglichsten erhalten und birgt nach Meinung der Forscher das Potenzial dazu, dass 

sich dort wieder Menschen niederlassen und leben können. Leider ist Al-Hawizeh durch ein iranisches Dammbauprojekt bedroht. 

Im östlich gelegenen Sumpfgebiet Al-Hammar hingegen ist der Salz- und Schwefelgehalt im Boden am höchsten. Hier halten es nur so Salz liebende Pflanzen wie der Queller (Salicornia spp.) aus. An Weizen und Reis, die traditionell in den Sümpfen angebaut wurden, ist nicht zu denken. Eine Verseuchung der Böden durch toxischen Kriegsmüll, Schwermetalle oder Pestizide konnten die Forscher allerdings nicht 

feststellen. 

Gute Aussichten für die Renaturierung

Der Untersuchung liegen Daten von Boden- und Wasserproben zu Grunde, die bis zum März 2004 entnommen wurden. Schon dieser relativ kurze Zeitraum (vom Mai 2003 an) belegt, dass die Sumpfgebiete sich recht rasch erholen. Das Fazit von Richardson und Kollegen ist daher 

optimistisch:

--Die hohe Wasserqualität, die vorhandenen Bodenbedingungen sowie die Existenz heimischer Arten in einigen Gebieten zeigt, dass das Renaturierungspotenzial für einen signifikanten Teil der 

Mesopotamischen Sümpfe groß ist. Der Einsatz ist hoch, denn die Zukunft der 5.000 Jahre Sumpfaraber-Kultur und die wirtschaftliche Stabilität von großen Teilen des südlichen Iraks hängen vom Erfolg diesen Renaturierungsmaßnahmen ab.-- 

Die Ergebnisse zeigen aber auch, dass es in vielen Fällen nicht ausreicht, nur Wasser einzuleiten. In den von Dämmen eingeschlossenen Sumpfgebieten fördert dies die Versalzung zusätzlich. Hier kann die 

Renaturierung laut Richardson nur gelingen, wenn effiziente Drainagesysteme aufgebaut werden und regelmäßige Spülungen mit sauberem Wasser erfolgen. 

Wie jedoch die Tiere mit der Renaturierung zurechtkommen, insbesondere die stark bedrohten Arten, ist noch nicht abzuschätzen. Erst die Zukunft wird zeigen, ob die Mesopotamischen Sümpfe wieder ein 

attraktives Quartier gerade für die Zugvögel werden.

LINKS

[1] http://www.unep.org

[2] http://www.sciencemag.org/

[3] http://www.nicholas.duke.edu/wetland/cvcjr.htm

[4] http://www.nicholas.duke.edu/
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Die Presse (Austria)
22. Februar 2005

ÜBERSCHRIFT: Limnologie; Wasser für den Garten Eden
 

HIGHLIGHT: 

Die mesopotamischen Sümpfe, die Saddam Hussein in Wüsten verwandeln liess, könnten teilweise wiederhergestellt werden.

TEXT:


Im Süden des Irak, wo Euphrat und Tigris einander treffen, soll einmal der Garten Eden gewesen sein, ein Feuchtgebiet von 15.000 Quadratkilometern, das ist fast so gross wie die gesamte Steiermark. Dort entwickelte sich die Kultur, die wir geerbt haben, dort siedeln seit 5000 Jahren die Nachfahren der Sumerer und Babylonier, die Madan, auch "Marsh-Araber" genannt, sie machten die Sümpfe fruchtbar, lebten auf selbst gebauten schwimmenden Inseln aus Schilf, bedienten sich an der reichen Tier- und Pflanzenwelt, das Wasser war extrem fischreich, Millionen Vögel lebten immer dort, für andere Millionen war es ein Rastplatz auf den Wanderungen.

Im Golfkrieg von 1990 stellten sich die schiitischen Madan gegen Saddam Hussein, nach Kriegsende schickte der seine Sturmtruppen _ die Republikanischen Garden _ und liess die Bagger rollen, Entwässerungskanäle ziehen, die Sümpfe in Wüste verwandeln. Die Madan wurden interniert und zwangsumgesiedelt, von 250.000 konnten sich 40.000 in jenen Gebieten halten, die immer noch unter Wasser und schwer zugänglich waren: Zehn Prozent der alten Sümpfe blieben übrig. Klaus Töpfer, Chef der UNO-Umweltbehörde Unep, verglich das "ökologische Desaster" mit dem "Austrocknen des Aral-Sees und der Entwaldung Amazoniens". Das war im Jahr 2001, Saddam liess weiter entwässern. Dann kam der nächste Golfkrieg, und mit den amerikanischen Truppen _ dort, wo sie beim Vormarsch so viel Staub aufwirbelten, waren einst die Sümpfe _ kamen Forscher, die sich, zusammen mit den Madan, an das Experiment der Wiederbewässerung machen. 

Aber mit unkontrolliertem Einleiten kann man Schaden anrichten, erst mussten die Bestände erhoben werden, sie liegen nun vor (Science, 20. 2.). Demnach ist nicht alles verloren: Es gibt noch einen ökologisch intakten Sumpf, den Al-Hawizeh an der Grenze zum Iran, von ihm aus könnte das Leben sich wieder ausbreiten. Nicht überall hin: Viele Regionen sind durch das Austrocknen so versalzen, dass sie auch mit viel frischem Wasser nicht durchgespült werden können.

Um jeden Tropfen wird gerangelt

Und viel frisches Wasser muss erst einmal da sein, das ist das zentrale Problem: Die Sümpfe Mesopotamiens haben nicht nur unter Saddams Strafaktion gelitten, im Nahen Osten wird um jeden Tropfen gerangelt. In den späten 50er-Jahren begann das "Zeitalter der Staudämme", 1998 krönte die Türkei ihr südostanatolisches Projekt _ 15 Staudämme und 19 grosse Bewässerungen _ mit dem Atatürk-Damm, der den Euphrat einstaut: Er ist so gross, dass er mehr Wasser zurückhalten kann, als der Fluss in einem ganzen Jahr bringt. Dem Tigris ergeht es nicht besser, auch dort wachsen die Dämme. Und ausgerechnet am letzten erhaltenen Sumpf zieht der Nachbar Iran grosse Deiche für seine Zwecke hoch. Das Urteil der Forscher fällt gemischt aus: "Das Potenzial für die Wiederherstellung signifikanter Teile der Mesopotamischen Sümpfe ist hoch. Aber es ist ungewiss, ob genug Wasser verfügbar gemacht werden kann."

UPDATE: 22. Februar 2005
Pressrelations.de
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Trittin nimmt an UNEP-Konferenz in Nairobi teil

Bundesumweltminister Juergen Trittin reist am heutigen Dienstag zu einem zweitaegigen Aufenthalt in die kenianische Hauptstadt Nairobi. Am Mittwoch und Donnerstag nimmt Trittin an der 23. Sitzung des Verwaltungsrats des UN-Umweltprogramms UNEP und einem parallel stattfindenden globalen Umweltministerforum teil. Daneben fuehrt er bilaterale politische Gespraeche, unter anderem mit der Nobelpreistraegerin undVize-Umweltministerin Kenias, Frau Wangari Maathai, und dem Direktor des UNEP, Prof. Dr. Klaus Toepfer. 

Der UNEP-Verwaltungsrat wird sich in diesem Jahr vor allem mit der Frage beschaeftigen, wie bei der Umsetzung der Millenniumsziele Umweltaspekte noch staerker als bisher beruecksichtigt werden koennen. Dabei wird auch die Frage der Finanzierung eine Rolle spielen. 

Weiteres Thema der UNEP-Konferenz ist die Flutkatastrophe im indischen Ozean und ihre Auswirkungen auf die natuerliche Umwelt. Die UNEP schaetzt den Schaden an Korallenriffen, Mangrovensuempfen und Waeldern in den betroffenen Gebieten auf 522 Millionen Euro. Trittin: 'Beim Wiederaufbau muessen wirerheblich in das ‚Umweltkapital’ investieren. Es hat sich gezeigt, dass ueberall dort, wo Kuestenoekosysteme intakt waren, die Auswirkungen der Flutwelle geringer waren als in Gebieten, deren Kuesten wenig nachhaltigbewirtschaftet waren. Waelder, Mangroven und Korallenriffe waren Puffer gegen die Welle.'Ein weiteres zentrales Thema der Ministerkonferenz ist die Staerkung des von Prof. Klaus Toepfer geleiteten UN-Umweltprogramms. 

Deutschland setzt sich seit langem dafuer ein, dass UNEP innerhalb der Vereinten Nationen ein groesseres Gewicht bekommt, indem es zu einer UN-Umwelt-organisation weiterentwickelt wird. Trittin: 'Es ist nicht nachvollziehbar und in unseren Augen inakzeptabel, dass die Ueberlebensfragen unseres Planeten in denVereinten Nationen nachrangig behandelt werden. UNEP muss zu einer UN-Umweltorganisation aufgewertet werden, die auf gleicher Augenhoehe wie die Welternaehrungsorganisation (FAO) oder die Welthandelsorganisation (WTO) agieren kann.' In Berlin wird im Mai 2005 eine internationale Konferenz zu diesem Thema stattfinden. 

 

Ausfuehrliche Informationen ueber die 23. Sitzung des UNEP-Verwaltungsrat sind unter http://www.unep.org/gc/gc23/ erhaeltlich
_____________________________________________________________________________
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	COLOMBIA: Holy Week, but No Palm Fronds 
	
	


BOGOTA - Colombia's Environment Ministry and Bogotá's Botanical Garden have launched the ''Reconcile with Nature'' campaign to prevent the use of the fronds of the wax palm (Ceroxylon quindiuense) in the celebrations of Christianity's Holy Week. 

Illegal harvest of this tree in the central and southern parts of the country harm the only habitat of the yellow-eared parrot (Ognorhynchus icterotis), an endangered species found only in Colombia's Tolima and Antioquía departments, Luz Cortés, of Conservation International-Colombia, told Tierramérica. 

''We want to raise public awareness about protecting vulnerable species like the wax palm,'' said Environment Minister Sandra Suárez, who recommended using other types for Holy Week festivities, such as the iraca and areca palm branches. 

	
	 
	 



	MEXICO: 'Export' of Law on Transgenics? 
	
	


MEXICO CITY - The environmental watchdog group Greenpeace warned that the new Mexican law on biosecurity for genetically modified organisms (GMOs) --opposed by environmentalists, a group of farmers, and scientists -- could be used as a model for similar legislation in Central America. 

''We are worried because in countries like El Salvador and others they are thinking about taking the content of the Mexican law and replicating it in creating their own laws,'' Areli Carreón, coordinator of the Greenpeace genetic engineering campaign, told Tierramérica. 

Activists oppose the law on Biosecurity for Genetically Modified Organisms, approved by Mexican lawmakers on Feb. 15, because they say it has loopholes and would allow cultivation of GMOs throughout the country, endangering the environment. 

Carreón says the content of the Mexican law, which activists say was drafted under pressure from the transnational companies that dominate the global transgenics market, is a bad example to follow for any Latin American or Caribbean country. 

	
	 
	 



	PERU: Oil Companies Resist Ethanol 
	
	


LIMA - Sugarcane growers in Peru are demanding that the government comply with the law on Promotion of Bio-Fuel Market, in effect since Jan. 1, and which obligates petroleum refineries to replace the lead in gasoline with ethanol. 

This substitution -- which would be a boon to the sugar industry -- is one of the measures Peru is to adopt in order to reduce emissions of air pollutants and to comply with the Kyoto Protocol on climate change, which took effect Feb. 16. 

But the refineries are resisting production of fuel with 10 percent ethanol because it would drive up costs, and they have stopped implementation of the law by putting of definition of regulations. 

The Cartavio sugar mill built a two-million-dollar plant with a capacity to produce 15 million liters of ethanol a year, a quarter of the estimated demand once the law is applied, said the firm's general manager Jorge Bustamante. 

	
	 
	 



	HONDURAS: $320 Million to Fight Water Shortage 
	
	


TEGUCIGALPA - Honduran authorities need 320 million dollars to build a reservoir for potable water in the capital, where tight rationing of water supplies has been in effect because of a dry summer and the climate phenomenon known as El Niño. 

La Concepción and Los Laureles reservoirs, which supply water to more than a million of Tegucigalpa's residents, are not enough, and alternatives are being sought to resolve water supply problems over the next 14 years, Francisco Herrera, an official with the national water service agency, told Tierramérica. 

The government is considering building a dam in the Guacerique district, near the capital, and would have a capacity for 60 million cubic meters of water. 

La Concepción and Los Laureles can hold 33 million and 10 million cubic meters, respectively. 

The government began rationing potable water supplies at the end of January. If action is not taken now, say experts, water shortages will only worsen in the next two years. 

	
	 
	 



	GUATEMALA: To Jail for Littering 
	
	


GUATEMALA CITY - The municipal government of Quiché, a tourist destination in central Guatemala, will send anyone who dumps trash in the streets to prison for 10 to 60 days. 

Enforcement of this city law will be up to the municipal police. 

City secretary Manuel Pérez told Tierramérica that Mayor Delfino Natareno ''will personally present the charges against anyone who litters before the municipal affairs court.'' 

''With so much garbage in the streets, it's disheartening to go for a walk. The poor state of our streets is embarrassing,'' he said. 

Residents will have to pay one of the two garbage collection companies, which make their rounds three times a week, said the official. 

BOSTON GLOBE

 The Boston Globe               

 Noise makers                                                               

 The ocean floor holds secrets that could help predict tsunamis and explain  the dinosaur extinction, but environmentalists say the research is too  loud for marine life                                                       

 By Marion Lloyd, Globe Correspondent  |  February 22, 2005                 

 MEXICO CITY -- Every 20 seconds, a boom like a whale striking its hull     

 rips through the research vessel Maurice Ewing as the ship's powerful air  guns fire deep into the ocean's floor.                                     

 For the last month, the US vessel has been conducting seismic tests of a   

 meteor crater off Mexico's Yucatan Peninsula in hopes of cracking the      

 mystery of why the dinosaurs went extinct.                                 

 But the study has triggered heated protests from environmentalists in the  latest in a growing international debate over underwater testing.          

 Advocates say the research has crucial applications, including helping to  predict underwater earthquakes like the one that caused the devastating    Dec. 24 tsunami in Asia. They also argue that there is little evidence   that the tests cause widespread harm to marine mammals.                    

 But critics say that underwater testing is responsible for dozens of whale strandings over the past decade and should be banned. They say the         

 techniques -- which involve blasting sounds of up to 255 decibels --       

 hinder the ability of whales and dolphins to communicate by sonar, with    

 potentially fatal consequences. The sound levels are many magnitudes above  the maximum 160 decibels generally considered safe for marine mammals.     

 "This is about the loudest sound humans can make in the ocean, and they're  saying it has no effect? It makes no sense," said Ben White, a specialist on marine mammals with the Washington-based Animal Welfare Institute.      

 White has spent the past month organizing protests in the Yucatan          

 Peninsula against the crater research, including threatening to act as a   

 "human shield" by jumping into the water during tests.                     

 While activists have been concerned about underwater research for decades,  their campaign gained momentum with the strandings of 17 whales in the  Bahamas in 2000, following US naval exercises in the area. The Navy   acknowledged its use of midfrequency active sonar, a form of underwater    

 testing used in detecting submarines, probably caused the strandings, in   

 which seven animals died.                                                  

 Following another mass whale beaching possibly linked to NATO naval        

 exercises off the Canary Islands in 2002, the European Parliament advised its members to refrain from using midfrequency active sonar in European waters.                                                                    

 US Navy officials argued, however, that the Bahamas beachings were an      

 isolated case and did not justify banning the use of active sonar.         

 "We've looked at this as very much a learning experience, and we've        

 continued to do very specific research to prevent something like this from  happening in the future," said Lieutenant Christine Ventresca, a Navy spokeswoman.                                                               

 She added that the Office of Naval Research spends $10 million a year      

 funding research into the effects of underwater noise on marine mammals, a  figure that accounts for 70 percent of such funding in the United States and 50 percent worldwide. In addition, she said, the Navy takes steps to ensure no marine mammals are nearby -- such as using passive sonar to   "listen" for whales -- before turning on its active sonar.                 

 Environmentalists say those efforts are insufficient. They have since      

 taken their campaign to the US courts, succeeding in restricting the       

 Navy's use of low-frequency active sonar, a new technique designed to      

 detect modern "silent" submarines.                                         

 They are also seeking limits on seismic testing, used in geophysical       

 research and oil exploration, such as that of the Maurice Ewing. The       

 activists note the fatal beachings of two beaked whales in the north of    

 the Gulf of California in 2000 during seismic tests by the Ewing.          

 The vessel, which is owned by the US National Science Foundation and       

 operated by Columbia University's Lamont-Doherty Earth Observatory, is one 

 of more than 40 vessels worldwide equipped for seismic testing. The        

 technique involves using high-powered air guns to blast powerful,          

 low-frequency sound up to 20 miles into the ocean's crust. A set of        

 hydrophones trailed by the boat and deployed on the ocean floor then       

 listen for the sound waves as they travel through the Earth, creating the  equivalent of a CAT scan of the geological formations below.               

 The Mexico project involves studying the angle of impact of the            

 120-mile-wide Chicxulub crater to see whether the same meteorite that      

 struck there 65 million years ago might also have wiped out the dinosaurs, along with more than 70 percent of animal species existing at the time.  The study is a joint project of the University of Texas at Austin and   several British universities.                                              

 Scientists studying the crater said fears that their research endangers    

 marine life were unfounded.               

 "There's never been a scientifically documented case that marine mammals   

 have been harmed as a result of air guns," said Gail Christeson, a         

 University of Texas marine seismologist involved in the project. She       

 argued there was no proof that the two beachings in 2002 were related to   

 the seismic tests carried out by the vessel.                               

 Christeson added that the researchers use mitigation devices, such as      

 ramping up the sound gradually to scare marine mammals away, before        

 emitting full-scale blasts. They also have invited six environmentalists   

 on board to look out for whales and dolphins. "We feel we are doing        

 everything possible to avoid harming marine mammals," she said in a        

 telephone interview.                                                       

 She and other scientists said a greater cause for concern was Navy sonar,  which is used for more prolonged periods of time.                          

 "There's a pretty strong correlation between naval exercises and the       

 stranding of beaked whales along tens of kilometers of beach coastline     

 within hours," said Peter Tyack, a specialist on marine mammals at the     

 Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution on Cape Cod. He is among scientists   

 helping the federal government set new guidelines for underwater research. They would require the Navy to avoid using midfrequency sonar in areas   with large beaked whale populations, among other restrictions.             

 Tyack said more research needs to be done to determine the impact of       

 different types of underwater testing on marine species, including fish    

 and turtles. He argued, however, that the most effective way of protecting marine animals would be to implement controls on international commercial shipping, which accounts for 90 percent of underwater noise.               

 "The engines of ships and repellers have radically changed the environment of marine mammals in the last 100 years . . . increasing noise by 10 or 100 times," he said. "The Navy is making the noise on purpose to detect the submarines, and there is no way it can do that without making the noise. But the shipping industry, that's pure inefficiency."               

 Other scientists involved in underwater testing argued that there was not  enough evidence to justify halting important underwater research.          

 "The scientists are trying to examine fault structures under the ocean,    

 which have an impact on human safety," said Roger Gentry, a scientist in   

 charge of administering research grants for the National Marine fisheries  

 Service. "By trying to stop them, are the environmentalists really doing   

 society a favor?" (Embedded image moved to file: pic53292.gif)  
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 Latin America Fails to Deliver on Basic Needs                              

 By JUAN FORERO                                                             

 (Embedded image moved to file: pic15813.gif)EL ALTO, Bolivia - Piped       

 water, like the runoff from the glaciers above this city, runs             

 tantalizingly close to Remedios Cuyuña's home. But with no way to pay the  

 $450 hookup fee charged by the French-run waterworks, she washes her       

 clothes and bathes her three children in frigid well water beside a fetid  

 creek.                                                                     

 So in January, when legions of angry residents rose up against the         

 company, she eagerly joined in. The fragile government of President Carlos 

 Mesa, hoping to avert the same kind of uprising that toppled his           

 predecessor in 2003, then took a step that proved popular but shook        

 foreign investors to their core. It canceled the contract of Aguas del     

 Illimani, a subsidiary of the $53 billion French giant Suez, effectively   

 tossing it out of the country and leaving the state responsible.           

 "For us, this is good," Ms. Cuyuña said, voicing the sentiment in much of  

 El Alto. "Maybe now, they will charge us less."                            

 That is far from certain. Even less certain is how she and 130 million     

 other Latin Americans will get clean water anytime soon in a region where  

 providing basic services remains among the most pressing public health and 

 political issues.                                                          

 Governments like Bolivia's tried the task themselves before, abandoned it  

 as too costly, and turned to private companies in the 1990's. Today as     

 privatization is rejected, foreign investment is plummeting across the     

 region and the challenge is being returned to states perhaps less equipped 

 than a decade ago.                                                         

 The trend is not unique to Bolivia, where a lack of clean water            

 contributes to the death of every tenth child before the age of 5, and it  

 has presented Latin American leaders with a nettlesome question: what now? 

 "The decisions that have to be made are stark and difficult," said Riordan 

 Roett, director of Latin American studies at Johns Hopkins University.     

 "They're going to have to make some sort of compromise, and that           

 compromise often means buying back and taking over those services - and    

 then, of course, making them efficient in the hands of the state. Their    

 track record doing this in the past was miserable."                        

 Indeed, the heated backlash against free-market changes - fueled by the    

 sense that they promised more than they delivered while offering           

 overpriced, often flawed services - has at once left governments           

 vulnerable to volatile protests and forced foreign companies to retreat.   

 No companies have been more buffeted than those running public utilities   

 offering water, electrical and telephone services, or those that extract   

 minerals and hydrocarbons, which, like water, are seen as part of a        

 nation's patrimony.                                                        

 In Peru, despite major economic growth, foreign investment fell to $1.3    

 billion last year from $2.1 billion in 2002. Ecuador has also seen         

 investments sag, as oil companies that once saw the country as a rosy      

 destination have faced the increasingly determined opposition of Indian    

 tribes and environmental groups.                                           

 Argentina, which has taken a decidedly leftist path in the economic        

 recovery following its 2001 collapse, has recouped only a fraction of the  

 investments it attracted just a few years ago.                             

 Across the region, companies are more than ever weighing political risks   

 when considering expansion plans. Political leaders, meanwhile, are having 

 to weigh the need for foreign investment against the demands of citizens   

 who are increasingly quick to hit the streets.                             

 "In the last decade, non-economic factors have become even more important  

 in affecting investments," said César Gaviria, former secretary general of 

 the Organization of American States.                                       

 "Political risks have grown to a great degree," added Mr. Gaviria, now     

 chairman of Hemispheric Partners, a firm based in the United States that   

 provides political and economic risk analysis to investors. "There's no    

 doubt about it."                                                           

 The fall in foreign investment is perhaps most pronounced in Bolivia,      

 where in 1999 it totaled $1 billion as gas companies flocked here to mine  

 newly discovered fields. Last year, it fell to $134 million, as companies  

 proved skittish after President Gonzalo Sánchez de Lozada was ousted in    

 uprisings set off by his plans to permit multinational companies to export 

 Bolivia's natural gas.                                                     

 Those who resist the trends of globalization have been emboldened by what  

 they see as the success of local people in asserting their control over    

 resources.                                                                 

 "It has been phenomenal to see a movement largely made up of the           

 indigenous and peasant farmers fight and win," said Deborah James, who     

 directs campaigns against American-led globalization efforts at Global     

 Exchange, a San Francisco group. "What you see is a massive popular        

 rejection of transnational companies owning essential services."           

 Others, less enthusiastic, see a troubling degree of political instability 

 and a perfect storm of uncertainty on the horizon.                         

 "You see, in country after country, that the battle lines are being drawn  over utility questions," said Michael Shifter, a senior fellow who closely tracks the Andes for the Washington policy group Inter-American Dialogue.  "It builds a great resentment and rage that things so essential to people, 

 like water, like electricity, are not being delivered in a fair and   equitable way. That's a formula for rage that leads to mobilization, and   that's why we're seeing a convulsed region."                               

 In Uruguay, a referendum in October guaranteed public control over water   resources, enshrining water as a "basic human right." In Chile's central   valley region, 99.2 percent of voters in a plebiscite in 2000 rejected  privatization of the state-run water company. (The government privatized   anyway.) In Argentina, another French water provider was tossed out in  998, while Ecuador's government has repeatedly failed to privatize  telecommunications and electricity generating companies.                   

 In Peru, protests against plans to privatize electric utilities have been  persistent, while as far north as Nicaragua and Mexico, activists have  fought efforts to battle privatization plans for water systems.            

 The battle surrounding Aguas del Illimani, which provided water for El  Alto, is revealing of the anger over privatizations that many here say  they were never consulted about and never asked for, but were put in place  as a condition for loans from the World Bank and International Monetary  Fund.                                                                      

 Indeed, Aguas del Illimani was not the first company to get a taste of  Bolivians' fury. In 2000, in the midst of angry demonstrations, the state  annulled a contract with Bechtel, a multinational based in San Francisco  that had doubled fees on being granted the concession in Cochabamba. In  2003, in the face of protests and instability, a consortium of companies  signaled that it had all but called off a $5 billion pipeline project to   transport natural gas to the Pacific, from where it would have been        

 shipped to the United States.                                              

 Under continuing pressure, the government of President Mesa is now moving  forward with legislation that would raise taxes and increase government control of energy projects in Bolivia.                                     

 So the stage was set for the outburst against Aguas, which grew out of a  decision by Mr. Mesa to raise subsidized fuel prices on Dec. 30, even  though the company did not seem a likely target before now.                

 The Bolivian government had in fact welcomed Aguas in 1997 to turn around  an inefficient public system that provided water to El Alto and the  adjacent capital, La Paz. After it arrived, Aguas says it met its  contractual obligations and expanded services, and even government   officials concede that the company did an admirable job at first. Potable  water, offered by the state water company to 152,812 households in the two  cities in 1997, rose by 81,180 households in seven years. Sewage service   

 was expanded to more than 160,000 households by last year from 95,995.     

 But eight years into its contract, Aguas ran into problems.                

 Profits were never as high as the company would have liked, since the  former country people who flocked to El Alto, a mostly indigenous city of  750,000, were used to conserving and never consumed much water.            

 When company officials asked state regulators for permission to increase  monthly fees, their request was rejected. But the company won permission  to increase the hookup fees, to $450 from just over $300.                  

 It was a fee most people here - where the average monthly wage is about    $55 - could never hope to pay.                                             

 "It was contractual, so I cannot blame Aguas del Illimani," said José   Barragán, the government's vice minister of basic services, in charge of   water service. "But a prudent administrator would not have taken that      

 road."                                                                     

 Mr. Barragán says that the government "is not accusing Aguas for not   complying with the contract." Instead, he said, the company avoided  government efforts to renegotiate so that service could be expanded, a  contention the company denies.                                             

 The lack of a resolution effectively left 200,000 people without any real  chance of obtaining water service, Mr. Barragán said.                      

 "That's completely false," said Alberto Chávez, Aguas's general manager,   emphasizing that the company had shown a willingness to meet with both the  government and the leaders of Fejuve, an El Alto group that organized      

 protests.                                                                  

 Still, Mr. Chávez conceded that 70,000 people in Aguas's concession area   in El Alto still had no water.                                             

 Now, with Aguas's contract canceled, the question in El Alto remains how   to expand and improve service. No one believes that the state or the city   of El Alto, both cash poor, will be able to do so.                         

 "Ultimately, if Bolivians are going to get real access for water it's   going to have to be subsidized," said Jim Shultz, director of the Democracy Center, a policy group in Cochabamba, Bolivia's third-largest  city, that studies the effects of free market reforms. "And it's going to   have to be subsidized in some form of foreign assistance."                 

 That, he noted, is not a realistic proposition, because Bolivia cannot  afford to seek more loans and foreign governments are not so willing to  make big cash outlays to a state they view as increasingly erratic.        

 Many residents, like Franz Choque, 31, a construction worker, are worried. 

 He said that he was not philosophically opposed to a private company       

 running the water system. He only wanted the costs to be just and the      

 service to be effective.                                                   

 "It is O.K. for a foreign company to be here, but they should charge the   

 Bolivian rate, not like in the country where they come from," said Mr.     

 Choque, as he worked on a new school that will have running water only     

 because residents have pooled resources to pay for the hookup. "Not        

 everything can be free. We can pay a little. But we just want a fair       

 price."      
____________________________________________________________________________________                                                              
REGIONAL OFFICE FOR AFRICA - NEWS UPDATE

                                                 

23 February 2005

UNEP in the news

France wants Nairobi as headquarters for UNEO

Paris, France (PANA) - France still maintains that the Kenyan capital Nairobi should be headquarters of the UN Environmental Organisation (UNEO), whose creation is expected before the end of 2005, foreign ministry spokesman, Hervé Ladsous said here Tuesday. "For France, Nairobi should remain the United Nations environment centre. The idea, I think is to build it based on the UNEP model. The UNEO headquarters should be in Nairobi, just like UNEP today," Ladsous told a press briefing. Ladsous also emphasized the resolve of France to have the UNEP upgraded to a full-fledged UN Agency, adding that the agency would be more unambiguous. "France will keep up the efforts to persuade its partners and NGOs for the creation of the UNEO. Setting up a specialized agency is the only way to ensure a sound co-ordination of environmental efforts," the spokesman argued. "An organization is more effective than a programme in mobilizing the resources needed for the environment. It is also able to better harmonies the 500 international agreements already signed in the area of preservation of nature," Ladsous added. For the past several years, France has pushed the debate about upgrading UNEP to a full-fledged UN agency, arguing that Environment deserves the same attention as Health and Agriculture, which are taken care of by UN specialized agencies. http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng073499&dte=22/02/2005
UN experts fear tsunamis unearthed nuclear dumping in Africa
Nairobi, Kenya (PANA) - The huge volumes of rubble left behind after the tidal waves which hit parts of Asia and East Africa last 26 December have raised fears of nuclear wastes dumping in Africa, especially rudderless Somalia, experts said here Tuesday. A report released at the UN Environmental Programme (UNEP) 23rd Governing Council meeting here Tuesday listed among its key findings the threat of nuclear dumping which the report said was cheaper in Africa, costing as little as 2.5 US dollars a tone as opposed to 250 US dollars in Europe. "The impact of the tsunamis stirred up hazardous waste deposits on beaches around North Habyo and Warsheik, south of Bebadir, Somalia. Contamination from the waste deposits has caused health and environmental problems to the surrounding local fishing industry," said the report titled: "After the Tsunamis". In Somalia, which the report cited as having "historical levels" of nuclear dumping, there were now indications of "unusual health problems, including acute respiratory infections, mouth bleeding and skin infections". The report, compiled by senior UNEP scientists Pasi Rinne and Surrendra Shrestha, said the main concern now was dealing with the huge quantities of waste generated by the tidal waves, estimated at seven to 10 million tones. The earthquake-induced tidal waves struck about a dozen countries in South and Southeast Asia and Africa, killing over 250,000 persons, uprooting over three million others and damaging property worth billions of dollars. http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng073455&dte=22/02/2005
Declining environment threatens human survival - UNEP
Nairobi, Kenya (PANA) - The UN Environmental Programme (UNEP) has called on world leaders to redouble their efforts in fighting environmental degradation and massive chemical pollution across the globe. UNEP Executive Director Klaus Toepfer warned Tuesday that poverty reduction, the disease burden currently facing Africa and other developing countries and eradicating the health threats facing mankind, would not be achieved without reducing environmental rot. Speaking during the opening of a five-day UNEP Global Governing Council meeting here, the UN official also noted that many countries might not achieve their gross poverty reduction goals if environmental degradation and chemical pollution, including The emission of heavy metals into the atmosphere, were not urgently addressed. "A considerable body of scientific data points to the environmental degradation of ecosystems, the decline in ecosystem services as a direct cause of many of the pressing issues we face today, including poverty, declining human health, hunger and undrinkable water and emerging diseases," Toepfer told the 100 Environment Ministers attending the forum. He said the "environmental tragedy" caused by the failure to curb the worsening crisis translates into the rapid disappearance of fresh water masses and the loss of US$42 billion a year in economic returns. "Eradicating extreme poverty and hunger has increasingly been the focus of our work since 1992 and became central since the World Summit on Sustainable Development in 2002," Toepfer recalled, adding: "Poverty is the most toxic element in the world". Kenyan President Mwai Kibaki told the conference that the world has had to contend with major environmental catastrophes, like the recent tsunami disaster and major earthquakes, with a collective spirit. "These events have time and again demonstrated that the world is one, and the only way to effectively address the challenges we face is to respond together as a community," Kibaki noted. Meanwhile, Indonesian environment Minister Rachmat Witoelar has officially assumed the Presidency of the Governing Council from his outgoing Tanzanian colleague.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng073447&dte=22/02/2005
UNEP blames rise in infections on environmental change
Nairobi, Kenya (PANA) - A new UN Environmental Programme (UNEP) publication has linked the rise in new and previously suppressed infectious diseases with dramatic environmental changes now sweeping the planet. According to the publication, the loss of forests, the building of roads and dams, the spread of cities, the clearing of natural habitats for agriculture, mining and the pollution of coastal waters are promoting conditions under which new and old pathogens can thrive. The 'Global Environment Outlook Year Book 2004/2005' cites the case of the highly pathogenic Nipah virus, which until recently was found normally in Asian fruit bats. "Its emergence in the late 1990s as an often-fatal disease in humans is being linked with a combination of forest fires in Sumatra and the clearance of natural forests in Malaysia for palm plantations," said the publication displayed at the on-going UNEP 23rd governing council meeting in Nairobi. According to the UNEP, climate change may aggravate the threats of infectious diseases several ways, chief among them by increasing the temperatures under which many diseases and their carriers flourish, and secondly by further stressing and altering habitats. "Also, Neissseria meningitidis, a common cause of meningitis can be spread many miles in the dusty conditions that occur following prolonged drought in the Sahel," it affirms. The UNEP publication advances that experts are now convinced that ecological disruption, dramatic environmental change, and poor handling of human and animal wastes are playing an important part in spreading diseases. Other phenomena also favor the spread of infectious diseases, including international travel, technological change and the globalization of trade in agricultural and other products. The Year Book also links Yellow Fever, Kyasanur Forest disease and Ebola with deforestation and its knock-on effects, while change in land use in the form of agriculture was blamed for the rise and spread of diseases like Western and Venezuelan equine encephalitis and Typhus. Air pollution from transport and factories was linked with increased incidence of respiratory infections, while pollution of coastal waters from raw untreated sewage was considered a key factor in cholera outbreaks worldwide.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng073417&dte=22/02/2005
Kibaki Pleads for Help to Curb Paperbags Menace

The Nation (Nairobi): pollution caused by plastic paper bags. President Kibaki made the appeal yesterday during the opening of the 23rd session of the UNEP Governing Council at the UN headquarters in Gigiri, Nairobi. The President, who was the chief guest at the ceremony, said the pollution caused by plastic paper bags had been worsened by poor collection and disposal of garbage. And although plastics had made life easier for consumers, they now posed a serious environmental concern. "In many cities, plastic bags are used in large quantities at the household level. However, these bags are not disposed of in ways that ensure a clean environment," the President said. He said Kenya would welcome initiatives to help it solve the problem. "We recognize chemicals have become part and parcel of our modern society. However, clear policies and proper planning should guide the manufacturing, use and disposal of chemicals," the President added. He called for the integration of chemical safety in national development strategies. Pollution caused by plastics has been a major headache to conservationists in Kenya including the custodian of environmental standards, the National Environment Management Authority (Nema). Environmentalists, led by Nobel Peace Prize laureate Wangari Maathai have in the past also been calling for tougher laws and substitutes to plastic bags. UNEP Executive Director Klaus Toepfer urged governments to take environmental conservation seriously for sustainable development. Both President Kibaki and Dr Toepfer welcomed the coming into force of the Kyoto Protocol which aims at checking pollution. The agreement came into force last week after Russia joined other nations in ratifying the agreement which had been rejected by the US - one of the world's major polluters. Dr Toepfer said the world was now on the right path to inspire creativity and come up with new solutions for a cleaner and safer environment. To eradicate poverty, he said, the planet's environmental services and its natural capital were important in overcoming the problem. UN Habitat's executive director, Ms Anna Tibaijuka, said poverty alleviation, access to water and adequate shelter dependend on sound environmental management. "Well managed cities and towns can also help reduce green house gases, protect the ozone layer, manage fresh water resources, conserve forests and marine environments," added Ms Tibaijuka. UN secretary-general Kofi Annan urged countries to integrate environmental matters in their socio-economic plans.  http://allafrica.com/stories/200502220567.html 

Global Youth Forum meets in Nairobi
Nairobi, Kenya (PANA) - A new generation of "environmental leaders" will this weekend be "put through their paces" when over 40 young people converge in the Kenyan capital Nairobi for the biannual UN Environment Programme's (UNEP) Youth Retreat. Participants from 34 countries will be taking part in the three-day event where they will outline how they can contribute in their own countries towards the achievement of the UN Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) through the environment. The eight MDGs are aimed at several issues, including eradicating poverty, delivering safe and sufficient drinking water, factoring in gender and the empowerment of women into all facets of life and ensuring a vibrant, healthy environment. This will be the fourth UNEP "Tunza" Global Youth Retreat. Tunza is a Kiswahili word meaning "to treat with care and affection". The Governing Council of UNEP adopted the Tunza Programme in February 2003. Klaus Toepfer, UNEP's Executive Director, said the UN body attached great importance to youth as a key sector in society able to bring about change. "The environment demands creative thinking if we are to solve the problems of dirty water, degraded forests and declining wildlife. The Millennium Development Goals underpin UNEP's work in tackling these and many other problems. "I am sure our youth leaders will bring imagination to bear and concrete proposals to the table on how they and the wider world can realize their implementation," he said.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng073095&dte=18/02/2005
General Environment News

Sub-regional sanitation conference opens in Ouagadougou
Ouagadougou, Burkina Faso (PANA) - Some 50 experts from 28 West and Central African countries are meeting here in a three-day conference on water and sanitation in Africa within the framework of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). The meeting, which opened on Monday, is evaluating action taken to improve access to basic hygiene services and to identify factors needed in the implementation of national sanitation programmes. "Sanitation mainly requires the political will to make it a priority and an indispensable element in poverty alleviation strategies and policies," World Bank representative on the Water and Sanitation Programme (PEA) Ousseynou Diop emphasized at the meeting. The conference is organized by PEA in conjunction with the Regional Centre on Potable Water (CREPA) and the Burkina Faso National Water and Sanitation Authority (ONEA). The third of its kind organized in Africa by PEA, the conference completes a series of sub-regional meetings on the continent. The previous meetings were held in Gaborone, Botswana for southern Africa and in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia for eastern Africa.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng073433&dte=22/02/2005
Fire Wreaks Havoc on Vital Forest

The Nation (Nairobi): A fire that started last weekend is destroying Mau forest, one of Kenya's vital water sources. The Nation learnt that no effective measures were being taken to combat the fire owing to lack of personnel and equipment. The catchment area is a source of many rivers, including the Molo, the Miriu, the Mara and the Njoro. The trees destroyed include indigenous species. An official of the NGO Friends of Mau Forest Watershed (Fomawa), Mr. Jacob Mwanduka, called for quick government action to quench the inferno. Smoke goes up in the air as a fire consumes parts of Esageri forest in Koibatek district. The fire has raged for the last one month. A grader is being used to create a fire break. He said that, unless it is contained in time, 20 per cent of the indigenous forest would be wiped out. "Protection of the indigenous forests should be the responsibility of the Government," he said. Mr. Mwanduka said he suspected that the fire could have been started by arsonists. Illegal logging and charcoal burning, he said, had contributed to the forest's ruin, particularly in Naivasha's Eburru area. http://allafrica.com/stories/200502221512.html 
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Bahrain

Traffic fumes 'major threat'

BAHRAIN is choking on traffic fumes, environmental experts warned yesterday.

Traffic congestion is a bigger threat than heavy industry, it was revealed at a seminar organised by the Public Commission for the Protection of Marine Resources, Environment and Wildlife.

It was held to mark the country's National Environment Day, which falls on February 14.

The seminar, held at the Crown Plaza Hotel, was attended by UNEP/ROWA experts (who presented and discussed their views in this issue), and representatives from governmental and non-governmental organisations.

Harmful exhaust emissions are a major environmental issue, said Environment Protection and Wildlife Director Dr Ismail Al Madani.

He said that studies carried out in Bahrain revealed that most pollutants, such as nitrogen-oxide, were found to be heavily concentrated in areas with high traffic congestion, rather than industrial areas.

"This shows the extent of the contribution of vehicles to increasing the pollution percentage in developed areas," said Mr Al Madani.

"There were also some studies that revealed that the percentage of carbon in tree leaves was highest on main roads, reaching up to 3,000 micro-grammes of carbon monoxide in 1gm of the leaf," he said.

Commission public relations director Zakariya Khonji said that one of the best ways of reducing the impact of exhaust fumes on the environment was the regular servicing of the vehicles, particularly changing the oil and filter.

http://www.gulf-daily-news.com/arc_Articles.asp?Article=105032&Sn=BNEW&IssueID=27340
Oman

Oman monitoring advances in genetic engineering’

Oman is closely monitoring new developments in genetic engineering worldwide because of the country's profound concern for the protection of the environment, a key official has said. 

Sayyid Haitham bin Tareq Al Said, Minister of Heritage and Culture, said genetic engineering had become "a prickly question", adding that the Sultanate, which was among countries that considerably contributed to environmental conservation, was concerned about what happened in the world on the issue.

He was speaking to reporters after presiding over the opening of the Gulf's first 'International Conference on Bio-safety' here on Monday.

The three-day event, organised by the Ministry of Regional Municipalities, Environment and Water Resources in conjunction with the Ministries of Health and Agriculture and Fisheries and the Sultan Qaboos University (SQU), is being attended by delegates from some 20 countries and international organisations.

http://www.khaleejtimes.com/Displayarticle.asp?section=middleeast&xfile=data/middleeast/2005/february/middleeast_february677.xml
Jordan

Arabian Oryx to return to Wadi Rum

Five endangered Arabian Oryx are to be released into the wild in Wadi Rum as a test run for their permanent release in the spring, said Mahmoud Bdour, director of the Wadi Rum reserve. 

The trial will begin on March 2 and last for a period of 10 days to assess how well the animals readjust to life in the wild. 

“If they find resources to feed themselves and if that's a success, we're going to leave them there in the spring,” Bdour told The Jordan Times. 

“The long-term objective was always to release them into the wild to prevent them from becoming accustomed to the enclosures in which they have lived for the past two-years,” said Yahya Khalid, director of the Dibeen reserve project at the Royal Society for the Conservation of Nature (RSCN). 

Ten Arabian Oryx were originally transferred from the Shaumari reserve, 12 kilometres south of Azraq, to Wadi Rum in 2002 as part of a joint project between the Aqaba Special Economic Zone Authority (ASEZA) and the RSCN. 

http://www.jordantimes.com/wed/homenews/homenews5.htm
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FT, 23 February: Danger waste hits tsunami survivors
By Fiona Harvey in London 
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Many people who survived the recent Indian Ocean tsunami have been afflicted by hazardous waste uncovered by the disaster, the United Nations Environment Programme said yesterday.

In Somalia, people have suffered respiratory problems, skin conditions and bleeding from contact with chemical and possibly nuclear waste that was dumped near the shores of the country. The UN said it could cost as little as $2.50 (£1.30) a tonne to deposit hazardous waste in Africa, compared with disposal costs in Europe of $250 a tonne.

Maldives islanders have had to deal with solid waste such as asbestos, fuel drums and oil leaks from damaged generators. Groundwater, bore holes and aquifers in areas affected by the tsunami have also been contaminated with salt water, bacteria and sewage, according to a UN report investigating the environmental consequences of the disaster.

But the UN said the rebuilding following the December 26 disaster offered the opportunity to avoid some problems in future.

Klaus Töpfer, executive director at the UN Environmental Programme, said: "The report underlines the importance of managing the reconstruction in an environmentally sensitive way. Buildings and other infrastructure need to be built in less vulnerable areas and to standards that will protect them and their inhabitants in the event of future tsunamis. This makes sense not only in respect to tsunamis but storms, surges, floods, hurricanes and other extreme weather events."

The UN expects such events to become more common as the result of global climate change.

Natural defences against tsunamis such as mangrove swamps, coastal vegetation and coral reefs should be cultivated and cared for, the report advised. Areas where mangrove swamps and coastal trees had been cleared were particularly badly hit by the waves.

Traditional forms of fishing activity also tend to leave coastlines in better shape to withstand wave battering, rather than the intensive fishing and shrimp farming that have characterised Asian coastal areas in recent years. Nets and other fishing gear swept out to sea by the waves continue to pose a hazard to marine life.

The rebuilding effort offered a "clear opportunity" for installing sustainable energy generation using wind, solar and tidal power. The report asked hotels to locate in less flood prone areas, and advocated the establishment of networks of safe haven towers, such as those used in Bangladesh.

http://news.ft.com/cms/s/606e3254-8540-11d9-a172-00000e2511c8.html
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UN agencies organize assessment missions for quake in central Iran 

22 February - United Nations agencies are organizing assessment missions to the area of central Iran where an earthquake killed and injured hundreds early today, and first staff reports said many villages had been destroyed, bad weather may impede aid efforts and immediate needs included tents, water and food. 

In a message of sympathy to the Iranian Government and people, Secretary-General Kofi Annan pledged UN assistance in responding to humanitarian needs. 

The Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) in Tehran, the Iranian capital, said it was in contact with disaster officials, but the Government has not requested international assistance and national authorities are currently handling relief assistance and rescue operations. 

But UN agencies in Bam, site of a devastating quake 14 months ago, including the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and the World Health Organization (WHO), have already mobilized assessment missions, OCHA added. 

UNICEF spokesman Damien Personnaz told a briefing in Geneva that six staff members had already arrived in the region and that immediate needs included tents, covers, water and food. The team was some 20 kilometres from the epicentre and its members had already seen many destroyed villages and many people standing out in the open. 

The weather was very bad with the rains turning the ground into mud which was difficult to pass, he added. 

Israeli-Palestinian peace climate vastly improved but threats persist, Security Council told 

22 February - The political climate between Israel and the Palestinians has vastly improved in the past month with hopes for progress towards peace rekindled, but possible action by Palestinian groups and the continuing hardships of daily life in the occupied territories still cast a dangerous shadow, the top United Nations political officer said today. 

“We are convinced that 2005 is a year of opportunity,” Under-Secretary-General for Political Affairs Kieran Prendergast told the Security Council in his monthly briefing, citing the summit between Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon and Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas, the Palestinians’ vow to stop acts of violence and Israel’s pledge to cease military activities. 

“We fervently hope that, as US Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice put it, the international community will help the parties to ‘transform opportunity into achievement,’” Mr. Prendergast added. He also noted that the people across the region had been outraged by the “cold-blooded terror attack that killed former Lebanese Prime Minister Rafik Hariri.” 

Mr. Prendergast said that by their actions, Mr. Sharon and Mr. Abbas had effectively re-started the Road Map process, the peace plan sponsored by the diplomatic Quartet – the UN, European Union, Russia and the United States – which calls for parallel and reciprocal steps by both sides leading to two States living in peace, originally by the end of 2005. 

On the Palestinian side, Mr. Prendergast praised Mr. Abbas’ “courageous” actions to end violence, including his deployment of 1,000 security officers along the Gaza Strip’s northern border with Israel, his reorganization of the security forces and his efforts to secure a temporary ceasefire from the Hamas and Islamic Jihad groups. 

“We call on these groups to eschew terror and armed confrontation with Israel and to choose the peaceful, democratic road of negotiations and political activism,” he declared. “The path taken by President Abbas will not be easy. If he is to prevail against those who favour violence over peace, he will need strong support from both Israel and the international community.” 

But he also noted that “despite the vastly improved political climate” and Israel’s initial measures to ease conditions in the occupied territories, most movement restrictions remain in place in the form of checkpoints, curfews and the permit system. 

“The lack of improvement in the daily life of ordinary Palestinians poses a serious threat to the viability of a renewed peace process,” he said. 

Referring to the barrier Israel is building on the West Bank, which cuts off some occupied land and was declared illegal in an advisory opinion by the International Court of Justice that called for it to be torn down, he acknowledged Israel’s “right and duty” to protect its people against terrorist attacks. 

“But, now more than ever, we urge the Government of Israel to address its legitimate security needs in ways that do not increase suffering among Palestinians, pre-judge final status issues or threaten longer-term prospects for peace by making the creation of a viable and contiguous Palestinian state more difficult,” he said. 

UN still plays vital role in dealing with global ills, Annan says 

22 February - Although buffeted in recent months by allegations of mismanagement, corruption and other scandals, the United Nations remains an organization indispensable to the international community’s ability to deal with worldwide problems such as poverty and security, Secretary-General Kofi Annan said today. 

The recent example of the UN-led tsunami relief efforts, as well as the world body’s ongoing involvement in rebuilding Iraq, demonstrate the UN’s central role in a wide range of matters, as well as its continuing importance to humanity, the Secretary-General wrote in an opinion piece published in the Wall Street Journal. 

Mr. Annan acknowledged the UN’s imperfections and stressed the efforts he has made over the eight years of his term to improve and strengthen the organization. “I had already done a lot – with the support of Member States, often led by the US – to make the UN more coherent and efficient. Now we need to make it more transparent and accountable – not only to diplomats representing member governments, but also directly to the public.” 

The Secretary-General also stressed that the UN could not expect to survive into the 21st century unless ordinary people throughout the world felt that it did something for them – helping to protect them against conflict, but also against poverty, hunger, disease and the erosion of their natural environment. 

“In recent years, bitter experience has taught us that a world in which whole countries are left prey to misgovernment and destitution is not safe for anyone,” he wrote. “We must turn the tide against disease and hunger, as well as against terrorism, the proliferation of deadly weapons and crime – starting, urgently, with decisions from the Security Council to end the abominable crimes in Darfur and bring war criminals to international justice.” 

He pointed to a high-level summit in September as “a real opportunity to make the UN more useful to all its members,” and noted that he would put before the assembled world leaders “an agenda of bold but achievable proposals for making the UN work better, and the world fairer and safer.” 

“I know that Americans want to do that as much as any people on earth. More than any other people, they have the power to do it – if they listen to and work with others, and take the lead in a concerted effort. I believe that they will give us that lead. I look forward to September with hope and excitement,” he said. 

Top UN envoy repeats need for all sectors to take part in shaping Iraq's future 

22 February - The top United Nations envoy to Iraq continued consultations with Iraqi leaders across the political spectrum today, pledging the world body’s support for broad-based national dialogue to advance the country's political process after last month's landmark elections for a constitution-writing national assembly. 

Secretary-General Kofi Annan's Special Representative for Iraq Ashraf Qazi met with Farouq Abdel Rahman, head of the Iraqi Turkoman Front, Hussein Al-Shahristani, a leading member of the United Iraqi Coalition, and Interim Minister of Planning Mahdi Hafed, the latest in a long line of political, religious, ethnic and tribal leaders he has consulted since almost as soon as the ballot closed on 30 January. 

Since then he has repeatedly stressed the need for all Iraqis to take part in shaping their country's future following very low voter turnout in Sunni Arab areas amid boycott calls and ongoing violence. Shiite Muslim Arabs, who voted in large numbers, are estimated to constitute about 60 per cent of the population, while Kurds – who also turned out en masse for the polls – and Sunni Arabs make up about 20 per cent each. 

Mr. Qazi again emphasized today that the UN will continue to promote a broad-based national dialogue among all Iraqi political powers in implementation of its mandate under Security Council resolution 1546 to promote national dialogue and coordinate international aid to the country. 

Twenty-three funds, programmes and agencies are working together under the UN Assistance Mission for Iraq (UNAMI) to support the reconstruction process in the country. 

UN mission in Haiti says nearly 500 prisoners have escaped from national prison 

22 February - Nearly 500 prisoners escaped during an “armed commando” attack on the national penitentiary in Haiti’s capital over the weekend, but the Haitian police joined in returning two jailed ministers from the government of former President Jean-Bertrand Aristide, the United Nations mission in the Caribbean country said. 

The UN Stabilization Mission in Haiti (MINUSTAH) deplored what it called the “serious events” which took place Saturday at the National Penitentiary in Port-au-Prince from which, following the violent intervention of an armed commando, 481 prisoners were able to escape. 

It accused some penitentiary workers of having collaborated with the attackers and said there were serious gaps in the security system. It offered the Transitional Government its assistance in finding the escapees and in reducing the backlog of people awaiting trial. 

Three prisoners, including ex-Prime Minister Yvon Neptune and former Interior Minister Jocelerme Privert, were returned to the penitentiary, “at their request and wish,” MINUSTAH said. 

Last month the Security Council urged the Transitional Government to review the cases of people being held without formal charges or trial. “In this regard, the Council calls on MINUSTAH to continue its support for the provision of human rights training to Haitian judicial, police and correctional authorities to ensure adherence to international norms and standards.” 

The former Prime Minister already had served nearly a year in prison without any sign of legal action, the Secretary-General’s Special Representative for Haiti, Juan Gabriel Valdés said then. 

One Haitian police officer, Jean Marie Guerrier, died during the events, MINUSTAH said, adding its condolences to his family and the Haitian National Police (PNH). 

UN's refugee chief says he resigned to avoid adding to media pressure on UN 

21 February - Ruud Lubbers, who yesterday announced his resignation as United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, today told staff of the Geneva-based agency he had acted out of concern for the world body's public image. 

“My decision to resign has much to do with my wish not to complicate life for the Secretary-General, who is facing a series of problems and ongoing pressure from the media,” he wrote in a letter sent to 6,000 UNHCR staff spread out over 115 countries. 

The 65-year-old former Prime Minister of the Netherlands stepped down amid press coverage of a previously internal UN report on sexual harassment charges brought against him by a female UNHCR staffer over an incident which took place in December 2003. 

That report, by the UN Office for Internal Oversight Services (OIOS), was presented in July 2004, to Secretary-General Kofi Annan, who decided that the complaint could not be sustained by the evidence. 

On Friday, after The Independent newspaper published details of the report, Mr. Annan met with Mr. Lubbers in New York. Speaking to reporters afterward, the High Commissioner maintained his innocence – as he had from the start – and said he would not resign. 

But two days later, he tendered his resignation, which was accepted by the Secretary-General as an opportunity for UNHCR to make a fresh start. 

Mr. Lubbers wrote in his letter to staff, “there should be no gap in leadership” at the refugee agency and said he would be available until a successor is ready to take over. 

Lubbers resigns as UN refugee chief; Annan says move is in best interest of UN agency 

20 February - Ruud Lubbers, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, has stepped down from his post amid the persistent controversy over allegations of sexual impropriety – a move that Secretary-General Kofi Annan welcomed as serving the wider interest of the UN refugee agency. 

In a statement issued on Sunday by his spokesman, the Secretary-General thanked Mr. Lubbers for his “commitment” to refugees, but said “It is in the best interest of UNHCR, its staff and the refugees it serves that the page be turned and a new chapter be started.” 

When allegations against Mr. Lubbers surfaced last year, he vigorously denied them – a position he has maintained throughout. Speaking to reporters in New York on Friday following a meeting with the Secretary-General, Mr. Lubbers dismissed the accusations as a campaign of slander. 

The charges came from a UNHCR staffer who said the 65-year-old former Dutch Prime Minister sexually harassed her during a meeting in December 2003. Referring to that encounter in a statement released after the charges were formally brought the following May, Mr. Lubbers asserted, “There was no improper behaviour on my part." 

By July, the Secretary-General had received the results of an investigation against Mr. Lubbers and, after a review, decided that the complaint could not be sustained by the evidence. 

“The Secretary-General now considers this matter closed,” a UN spokesman said at the time. 

Mr. Annan made his decision based on the report of the UN Office of Internal Oversight Services (OIOS), as well as Mr. Lubbers' response to it. 

Today's statement underscored that while the Secretary-General had accepted legal advice that the original allegations made against Mr. Lubbers could not be substantiated, “the continuing controversy has made the High Commissioner's position impossible.” 

Mr. Annan “is therefore pleased that Mr. Lubbers has made this decision in the wider interest of UNHCR,” the statement said. 

The ninth head of the UN refugee agency since its establishment in 1951, Mr. Lubbers had served as the High Commissioner since 1 January 2001, when he succeeded Sadako Ogata of Japan. 

Annan urges efforts to solve crisis in Togo after its suspension by West African group 

19 February - With regional talks aimed at ending Togo's constitutional crisis at an impasse, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today pressed for action to resolve the country's situation peacefully. 

The Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) has suspended Togo's membership after talks between the group and that country's authorities failed to advance. 

In a statement released by his spokesman, the Secretary-General reiterated his call for “continued and urgent efforts to find a peaceful solution consistent with constitutional order and the rule of law.” 

Togo has been engulfed in political turmoil since its long-serving President, Gnassingbe Eyadema, died on 5 February. In a break with the constitutional succession process, his son, cabinet minister Faure Gnassingbe, was appointed Head of State shortly thereafter. 

The constitution, which required that the President of the National Assembly become acting president until fresh elections were held within 60 days, was hastily amended. 

UN emergency team deploys in south Sudan to lay ground for refugee return 

22 February - The United Nations refugee agency is sending a 15-member team to southern Sudan to start urgently needed reintegration projects in preparation for the return of some 550,000 Sudanese from neighbouring countries now that a peace accord between the Government and rebels has ended Africa’s longest civil war. 

The projects, aimed at quickly putting in place the basic groundwork for a voluntary repatriation operation and conditions for refugees to return home, will also benefit some 4 million internally displaced persons (IDPs) who are starting to return on their own to the same areas. 

“Refugees in the camps in neighbouring countries have told us they are reluctant to return to a region almost totally lacking in infrastructure and basic services after more than two decades of conflict,” UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) spokesman Ron Redmond told a news briefing in Geneva today. 

He added that for returns to become a reality UNHCR needs immediately funds for the projects. Of the estimated $62 million needed for 2005, the agency has not yet received any contributions. The emergency team deployment and initial rehabilitation projects are being paid for from funds borrowed from operational reserve. 

The dispatch of the emergency team follows a trip to the region last week by Deputy High Commissioner Wendy Chamberlin, who heard Sudanese refugees in camps in Kenya and Uganda say that they were eager to return as soon as conditions permit. 

Ms. Chamberlin's visit followed the signing of a peace accord a month ago by the Khartoum Government and the Sudan People's Liberation Movement (SPLM), ending the fighting that left more than 2 million dead in civil strife and war-induced famine. 

That war was separate from the conflict in the western Darfur region, where up to 2 million people have been displaced in fighting between rebels, the Government and Janjaweed and other militias. UN officials hope the peace agreement in the south will have a spill-over effect in Darfur. 

Five members of the team are already on the ground, five more leave for Sudan later this week, with the others scheduled to depart shortly. They will boost 22 staff already deployed in Rumbek, Juba and Yei in southern Sudan. Their tasks range from simple but important individual assistance to infrastructure work, such as renovating or building schools and health centres and rehabilitating roads and water sources. 

They will also focus on creating youth and women's centres to promote reconciliation, education on HIV prevention, mine awareness training, and setting up small income-generating projects. 

Ethiopia’s cereal stock expected to run out next month, UN warns 

22 February - With 2.4 million Ethiopians needing immediate food aid, the United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) estimates that cereal stocks in the Horn of Africa country could run out by next month. 

Only a quarter of the scheduled food assistance could be distributed last month, while the number of people in need was rising to 2.9 million in March and 3.1 million in April, OCHA said today. 

It quoted the UN World Food Programme (WFP) as saying only 11 per cent of the emergency food required in March have been provided by donors, leaving a shortfall of 39,000 metric tons of cereals. 

Less than a quarter of the 387,500 tons of food needed for the year is available, while the number of internally displaced persons (IDPs) fleeing conflicts between the people of the Oromiya and Somali regions over which should control the Meisso District is growing. 

Meanwhile, although the Productive Safety Nets Programme to give the hungry food and cash was launched in the middle of this month to serve approximately 4 million people in the Amhara, Tigray, Oromiya and Southern Nations, Nationalities and Peoples (SNNP) Regions, distributions had not started, OCHA said. 

Afghanistan's progress is notable but perilously fragile, UN report warns 

21 February - Afghanistan has made remarkable progress since the demise of the Taliban government in late 2001, but the fragile nation could easily slip back into chaos and abject poverty, the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) concludes in a report released today. 

Without addressing basic human needs by providing jobs, health services and education, Afghanistan could once again become a failed State, posing a threat to its own people and the international community, the report warns. 

“The National Human Development Report: Security With a Human Face,” marks the first time in modern history that objective observers were allowed to gather and tabulate hard data on living conditions among everyday Afghans. It concludes that human security and development, rather than military force and diplomacy alone, are key to resolving Afghanistan's complex problems. 

“The international community is committed to fighting terrorism and drugs inside Afghanistan, but human security cannot take a back seat to the national and international security interests of other nations,” says Shahrbanou Tadjbakhsh, the report's editor. 

Under the post-Taliban interim Government, Afghanistan's economy has recovered significantly. Non-drug gross domestic product (GDP) rose to about over $4 billion in 2002, and economic growth for 2003 was estimated at 16 per cent. 

One in two Afghans can still be classified as poor, and about a fifth of the rural population consumes less than 2,070 calories per day, while over half the population is severely impacted by drought. 

Considerable progress has been made on the education front. By 2004, 54.4 percent of primary age children were in school. Since 2002, a record four million high school students have enrolled. But Afghanistan still has “the worst education system in the world,” and one of the lowest adult literacy rates, at just 28.7 per cent of the population, according to the report. 

While more schools and opportunities have been opened to women, years of discrimination and poverty have relegated them to some of the worst social conditions in the world, the report states. 

It argues that humanitarian and reconstruction aid can be cost-effective compared with military aid. Foreign aid, the report says, can foster economic stability and trade with other countries, while diluting the appeal of political extremism. 

Environmental changes are spreading infectious diseases – UN study 

22 February - Dramatic environmental changes now sweeping the planet, such as the loss of forests and the spread of cities, are promoting conditions for a rise in new and previously suppressed infectious diseases, including malaria and bilharzia, according to the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) latest yearbook. 

Climate change may aggravate the threats of infectious diseases in three ways, by increasing the temperatures under which many diseases and their carriers flourish, by further stressing and altering habitats, and by causing migrations, experts suggest in UNEP’s Global Environment Outlook Year Book 2004/2005. 

For example, the geographic range and seasonality of two of the world's most serious mosquito-borne infections, malaria and dengue fever, are very sensitive to changes in climate. Neissseria meningitidis, a common cause of meningitis, can also be spread many miles in the dusty conditions that occur following prolonged drought in regions of Africa bordering the Sahara. 

Also a rise in the number of environmental refugees forced to migrate to other communities or even countries will favour the spread of diseases from one location to another where the population may be more susceptible. 

Noting that one of the Millennium Developments Goals (MDGs) adopted in 2000 by the UN Millennium Summit seeks to reverse the spread of HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases, UNEP Executive Director Klaus Toepfer said: “If environmental degradation is not checked then, it is clear from these new findings that this will be harder and tougher to achieve. 

“There are implications for many of the other Goals, from poverty eradication to the delivery of universal primary education for all. People who are sick are less able to work and children who are ill find it harder to attend and concentrate at school,” he added of other MDGs seeking to halve extreme poverty and hunger and increase access to education and medical care, all by 2015. 

Together with loss of forests and spread of cities, the findings also cite road and dam building, the clearing of natural habitats for agriculture and mining and the pollution of coastal waters. 

Expansion of mining and other extractive industries can increase the incidence of diseases like malaria. Deforestation and road building often disrupt forest and river systems increasing the habitats for malaria-carrying mosquitoes and migration of workers into previously inaccessible areas is increasing the population at risk. 

Meanwhile, water flow changes and changes in water chemistry associated with dams like the Aswan in Egypt and irrigation schemes on the Senegal River are being linked with an increase in snails carrying the parasite that causes schistosomiasis, also known as bilharzia, a disease that leads to chronic ill health. 

The Year Book links the emergence of many other old and new diseases with environmental change. Like malaria, Japanese encephalitis and dengue hemorrhagic fever are transmitted to humans by mosquitoes, which also thrive in standing water. 

Increasing levels of rubbish and solid wastes in developing countries – a result of growing consumerism, poor collection and refuse handling services, fly tipping, lack of recycling schemes and inadequate disposal sites – are aggravating the problem. Discarded plastic bags, old tins and car tyres offer, when filled with rainwater, perfect new breeding opportunities for disease-carrying insects. 

Tuberculosis, bubonic plague and Hantavirus pulmonary syndrome, meanwhile, are linked to unplanned urbanization while yellow fever, Kyasanur Forest disease and Ebola are tied to deforestation and its knock-on effects. 

Tsunami destruction offers chance for nature-friendly reconstruction – UN report 

22 February - The environmental devastation wrought by December’s Indian Ocean tsunami offers an opportunity to rebuild in a way that preserves natural resources for the benefit of the local communities who were hardest hit by the disaster, according to a new United Nations report released today. 

“Buildings and other infrastructure need to be built in less vulnerable areas and to standards that will protect them and their inhabitants in the event of future tsunamis,” UN Environment Programme (UNEP) Executive Director Klaus Toepfer said. “This makes sense not only in respect to tsunamis but also with respect to storm surges, floods, hurricanes and other extreme weather events.” 

UNEP’s Asian Tsunami Interim Report called for urgent vulnerability mapping to pinpoint coastal sites where homes, hotels, factories and other infrastructure should be banned or restricted, adding that the tourism industry, a vital revenue source for many of the affected countries’ economies, should take a lead in locating hotels and resorts in less wave- and flood-prone areas. 

The tsunami killed more than 200,000 people, left up to 5 million in need of basic services and caused billions of dollars of damage. 

Other measures that countries might consider is the establishment of a network of safe haven towers, it noted. 

Bangladesh, a highly flood-prone nation that was not affected by the tsunami, has developed community-based concrete towers, stocked with provisions such as emergency water and food supplies, where people can seek refuge. 

Among the buildings that did survive were mosques, possibly because they generally have large open ground floors that allowed the waves to pass through. 

“Considerations should be given to ensuring that, for elevations below 10 metres above sea level, all public buildings are constructed with this open ‘flow-through’ ground floor design. There appears to be no readily available best practice building code for tsunamis, so one may need to be developed,” the study said. 

“The report indicates that the environment was both a victim of the tsunami but also that it often played its part in reducing the impact,” Mr. Toepfer noted. “Where healthy and relatively intact features like coral reefs, mangroves and coastal vegetation were in place there is evidence that the damage was reduced. There are innumerable reasons to maintain healthy habitats like coral reefs. They are nurseries for fish and magnets for tourists. Now we have another reason to conserve them.” 

The report, based on surveys by UNEP teams in the field working with other UN agencies, governments and non-governmental organizations (NGOs), was released at UNEP’s 23rd Governing Council/Global Ministerial Environment Forum in Nairobi, Kenya, where some 100 environment ministers have gathered for their annual talks. 

In a related development the UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) warned against a harmful build-up of excessive fishing capacity in rehabilitating countries hit by the tsunami. Excessive capacity was a serious problem in some coastal fisheries prior to the disaster, according to FAO's Fisheries Department. 

Restored fishing capacity should generally not exceed the levels that existed prior to the disaster – and in some places capacity should even be reduced, it added. 

Fortnight of fistula correction kicked off in Nigeria, UN Population Fund says 

22 February - Forty-six women have undergone surgery in northern Nigeria to correct fistula, an obstetric injury that leads to incontinence and stigmatization, kicking off a two-week campaign sponsored in part by the United Nations population agency to treat hundreds of women and train more doctors and nurses. 

The injury to the mother’s birth canal was not only severely traumatic for her, but was usually fatal for the baby, leading to high mortality in Africa from a condition that was wiped out 100 years ago in Europe and the United Sates, the chief of Media Services for the UN Population Fund (UNFPA), Kristen Hetle, told a press briefing today at UN Headquarters in New York. 

“There’s no nice way to talk about it,” she said. “They (the mothers) leak urine or faeces, or both,” and that results in their being ostracized by their families and the rest of society. 

“Fistula is unpleasant to talk about, but easy to cure,” she added. 

The condition was usually brought on by early marriages and pregnancies, when the birth canal is immature, as well as by malnutrition, and an estimate of 800,000 sufferers in Nigeria might be low, Ms. Hetle said. 

Among the important doctors in the campaign are Dutch surgeon Kees Waaldijk, who has operated on 33,000 women in his 20 years in Nigeria and established seven fistula centres in Nigeria and three in Niger. Nigerian surgeon Said Ahmad has been doing corrective fistula surgery in northern Kano State for 12 years. 

UNFPA launched its campaign to end fistula in 30 countries in Africa, the Arab states and South Asia year before last. 

Besides UNFPA, campaign sponsors for the Nigerian effort are the Federal and State Government agencies, the Nigerian Red Cross, the Virgin Group’s key charity arm, Virgin Unite, created “to help out with some of the tougher challenges facing the world today, local and international,” the United Kingdom’s Voluntary Service Overseas (VSO) and local non-governmental organizations (NGOs). 

Surgeon James Marion Sims of the United States performed the first successful fistula surgery in the world in 1849 and established the first fistula hospital in 1857 in Manhattan’s East Side, according to UNFPA. He is seen as the founder of gynaecology. 

Military chiefs of UN peacekeeping missions in West Africa meet in Senegal 

22 February - The military chiefs of the three United Nations peacekeeping missions in West Africa met today in Dakar, Senegal, to share information and assessments of risk. 

Gen. Sajjad Akram of the UN Mission in Sierra Leone (UNAMSIL), Gen. Joseph Olorunghbon of the UN Mission in Liberia (UNMIL), and Gen. Abdoulaye Fall of the UN Operation in Côte d’Ivoire (UNOCI) started their two-day meeting with military advisers from the UN Office in West Africa (UNOWA) and Gen. El-Hadji Mouhamadou Kandji from the UN Department of Peacekeeping Operations (DPKO) to revise scenarios and update their estimates of sub-regional threats and challenges. 

The Security Council authorized the missions to meet for consultations on cross-border and regional conflict prevention and peacekeeping issues. 

UN refugee agency concerned at crackdown on illegal immigrants in Malaysia 

22 February - The United Nations refugee agency today expressed concern that thousands of refugees and asylum seekers in Malaysia could be at risk of arrest, detention or deportation in a crackdown on illegal migrants when an extended amnesty ends on 28 February. 

But the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) has received “assurances from the highest levels of the Malaysian Government that people of concern to us will not be affected,” spokesman Ron Redmond told a news briefing in Geneva, noting that there are some 47,000 people of concern, including ethnic groups from Myanmar, people fleeing from Indonesia's Aceh province, and other nationalities. 

In readiness for the crackdown, UNHCR has put in place a number of informal arrangements both with the police and RELA, a half-million-strong civil volunteer force, to prevent “people of concern to us” being affected, he added. 

The agency has set up a 24-hour operations room with three hotline numbers to ensure that the authorities can check whether an individual is registered with UNHCR or is of concern to the office. If so, they should then be released. 

UNHCR will also be increasing monitoring activities at immigration depots, and intensifying registration efforts. In mid-December 2004, it started sending mobile registration teams to the jungle camps to provide documentation to hundreds of refugees and people of concern who often live alongside illegal migrants, increasing their risk of being picked up. 

“We hope that these combined measures will go a long way to protecting refugees and people of concern to UNHCR during the crackdown,” Mr. Redmond said. “We have been encouraged recently by a constructive and strengthened relationship between UNHCR and the Government. Last week, for instance, in a much welcome act, the police force in Sepang district released into UNHCR custody 14 Acehnese registered with us who had been arrested. UNHCR is greatly encouraged that documentation was respected by law enforcers.” 

Locust outlook improves in northwest Africa, UN update reports 

22 February - With the desert locust situation continuing to improve in northwest Africa, the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) reported today that a swarm invasion of the region is not expected this spring because breeding failed to occur in northern Mauritania during the winter. 

Control operations are also in progress against immature swarms in Algeria and, to a much lesser extent, in Morocco, FAO noted in its latest update, showing more optimism than reports last year that warned of a potentially worse crisis than the last plague of 1987-89. 

Limited control operations are in progress against immature swarms in Guinea and southern Senegal. Small-scale breeding is underway in northeast Sudan near the border with Egypt and control operations are treating small but numerous early hopper bands. 

No locusts were reported in Mauritania except for a few scattered immature adults in the southeast near the border with Mali, FAO added. Breeding conditions are generally unfavourable except for a few localized areas in the north and centre where light rains have fallen. 

World must address racism now to prevent new genocide, massacres – UN panel 

22 February - The United Nations Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination has opened its new session with an urgent call to address current manifestations of racism and xenophobia in order to prevent a recurrence of the terrible massacres that marked the last decade. 

“We must never forget such tragedies as that of Rwanda in 1994 and the horrifying drama and the massacre in Srebrenica one year later, both largely driven by racial and ethnic intolerance and hatred,” the Chief of the Treaties and Commission Branch of the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, Maria-Francisca Ize-Charrin, said, referring to the genocide that killed up to 800,000 people in the central African country, and the slaughter of up to 8,000 Muslim men and boys in Bosnia. 

Those events remind the international community in all their brutality that racism, racial discrimination, xenophobia and related intolerance were not vanishing phenomena, and that vigilance was never exaggerated in such cases, she declared. 

The importance of addressing the current and most acute manifestations of racism and xenophobia by focusing on steps that could prevent situations of discrimination, including their escalation to some of the worst forms of human rights violations, could not be over-emphasized, she added. Preventive measures were one of the most useful tools in dealing with the dangers posed by racism, racial discrimination and xenophobia. 

The Committee, beginning its session in Geneva yesterday, will consider country reports from several nations and may also decide to take early warning measures or initiate urgent action procedures with regard to situations in States parties. 

UN committee approves international declaration against human cloning 

21 February - An international declaration calling for a ban on human cloning has been approved in a contentious vote by the main United Nations Legal Committee. 

The “Sixth Committee” voted 71 in favor to 35 against – with 43 abstentions – to pass the text along to the General Assembly for formal adoption. The declaration calls for countries to prohibit all forms of human cloning inasmuch as they are incompatible with human dignity and the protection of human life. 

The United Nations Declaration on Human Cloning was approved after earlier efforts failed to elaborate a binding international treaty on the practice. 

In its resolution, the Sixth Committee also called for the adoption of all measures necessary to protect human life in the application of life sciences, and to prohibit the application of genetic engineering techniques that may be contrary to human dignity. 

While there was widespread agreement over the need to ban human reproductive cloning, the issue was hotly debated. Friday's vote was no exception. 

Countries were sharply divided over the controversial practice, with some representatives arguing that it should be subject to a total international ban and others voicing support for therapeutic applications of the science. 

Belgium, which had argued in favor of allowing therapeutic cloning, said it would not be bound by a text approved by such a narrow vote. Finland also voiced regret that there had been no consensus decision. 

The Organization of Islamic States also said the Committee should have acted by consensus. 

Singapore said the debate had been hijacked by those bent on banning even therapeutic cloning. 

Others, including Costa Rica, hailed the vote as an ethical step forward while Committee Chairman Mohamed Bennouna of Morocco welcomed the text, “with its weaknesses and strengths.”
____________________________________________________________________________________

22 February 2005

DAILY PRESS BRIEFING BY THE OFFICE OF THE SPOKESMAN FOR THE SECRETARY-GENERAL AND THE SPOKESMAN FOR THE GENERAL ASSEMBLY PRESIDENT
Following is a near-verbatim transcript of today’s noon briefing by 
Fred Eckhard, Spokesman for the Secretary-General, and Djibril Diallo, Spokesman for the General Assembly President.

Spokesman for the Secretary-General
Good afternoon,

**Guest at Noon
Our guest at today’s briefing will be Kristin Hetle; she’s here in the front row.  And she is the Chief of the UN Population Fund’s Media Services Branch.  She will be talking about “Fistula Fortnight” in Nigeria, the largest surgical effort to treat women living with obstetric fistula.

**Statement Attributable to the Spokesman for the Secretary-General
We’ll start the briefing with a statement on the earthquake in Iran:

“The Secretary-General is deeply saddened by the heavy loss of life and destruction suffered by the people of the Islamic Republic of Iran after the recent earthquake in Zarand, Kerman province.  He extends his deepest condolences to the people and Government of the Islamic Republic of Iran, especially to the families of the hundreds who have been killed and injured in the earthquake.

“The United Nations is organizing assessment missions to the affected region and stands ready to assist in efforts to respond to the humanitarian needs created by the disaster.”  

**Statement on Lubbers - Issued Sunday
The second is a statement that we issued on Sunday on Mr. Lubbers that I will read into the record:

“The Secretary-General has accepted the resignation of Ruud Lubbers as High Commissioner for Refugees.  He wants to take this opportunity to thank the High Commissioner for the devotion and the commitment he has shown to refugees and the Office of the High Commissioner over the past four years.

“However, the Secretary-General is convinced that it is in the best interest of UNHCR, its staff and the refugees it serves that the page be turned and a new chapter be started. 

“While the Secretary-General had accepted legal advice that the original allegations made against Mr. Lubbers could not be substantiated, the continuing controversy has made the High Commissioner's position impossible.  He is therefore pleased that Mr. Lubbers has made this decision in the wider interest of UNHCR.” 

**Ruud Lubbers
On that subject, the OIOS report on the High Commissioner has been leaked to the press, as you know.  And we, therefore, think it only fair that we make available to you Mr. Lubbers’s defence.  And you will find that document in my office.

**Iraq
The Secretary-General’s Special Representative for Iraq, Ashraf Qazi, is continuing his consultations with the Iraqi leadership from across the political spectrum ahead of the National Assembly meeting.

Qazi held a number of separate meetings to discuss the UN’s role in promoting a broad-based national dialogue among all Iraqi political powers in implementation of its mandate under Security Council Resolution 1546.

These meetings included ones with the Interim Iraqi Minister of Planning, Mahdi Hafed; Hussein al-Shahristani, a leading member of the United Iraqi Coalition; and Farouq Abdel Rahman, Head of the Iraqi Turkoman Front. 

**Security Council
At 3 o’clock this afternoon, the Under-Secretary-General for Political Affairs, Kieran Prendergast, will brief the Security Council on the Middle East in an open meeting.  That meeting will be followed by consultations, also on the Middle East.

We have available on the racks, today as well, an exchange of letters between the Secretary-General and the President of the Security Council, concerning the establishment of an independent Commission of Experts to examine the human rights violations that took place in East Timor in 1999.

**Lebanon
Late on Friday afternoon, we announced that the Secretary-General would be sending a team to Beirut pursuant to the request of the Security Council that he urgently report on the circumstances, causes and consequences of the killing of former Lebanese Prime Minister Rafic Hariri. 

The team will be led by Peter Fitzgerald, a Deputy Police Commissioner of the Irish national police force.  It will consist of staff with relevant experience. 

The team will make contact with Lebanese officials and others to gather such information as necessary for the Secretary-General to report to the Council in a timely manner. 

Over the weekend we received a letter from the Lebanese authorities pledging their support for the work of the UN team.  We expect the team to deploy to Beirut very shortly. 

**Haiti
The UN Mission in Haiti has helped return three prisoners to Haiti’s national penitentiary after a mass escape this past weekend.

The trio includes former Prime Minister Yvon Neptune and former interior minister Jocelerme Privert.  They left the jail during the break out, and later asked the UN Mission to return them to jail in safety.

The Mission has deplored the break out, which occurred on Saturday when armed men attacked the jail, and in the process, allowed almost 500 prisoners to escape.

The UN Mission has offered the Haitian Transitional Government its full support in finding the escapees, and welcomed the Government’s decision to set up an independent inquiry into the jail incident -- it hopes that it’ll make the results of its investigations public as soon as possible. 

We have more on that story upstairs.

**Statement on Togo – Issued Saturday
On Saturday we issued the following statement regarding the situation in Togo:

“The Secretary-General is concerned that talks between the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) and the Togolese authorities on the country's constitutional crisis have not advanced.  He notes that ECOWAS has consequently suspended Togo from the regional body.  The Secretary-General reiterates his call for continued and urgent efforts to find a peaceful solution consistent with constitutional order and the rule of law.”

And that was also issued in French.

**Sudan
The UN Refugee Agency, UNHCR, is sending a 15-member emergency team to southern Sudan, to start urgently-needed reintegration projects to prepare for the return of more than half a million Sudanese refugees from neighbouring countries.

Refugees in those countries have told UNHCR that they are reluctant to return to a region that almost totally lacks infrastructure and basic services following more than two decades of conflict.  The reintegration projects are aimed at putting in place conditions for the refugees to return home.

We have more details in today’s UNHCR briefing notes from Geneva.

Meanwhile, the Secretary-General’s Special Representative for Sudan, 
Jan Pronk, is returning today from a visit to Rumbek, south Sudan, where he met with the leadership of the Sudanese People’s Liberation Movement, including its Chairman, John Garang.

While in Rumbek, Pronk discussed administrative and operational issues with the UN Country Team there, including preparations for spontaneous and organized returns, protection issues and issues pertaining to recovery.

**Ethiopia
The UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs says that cereal resources in Ethiopia are expected to run out by March.  Meanwhile, only 26 per cent of the distributions of emergency food assistance scheduled in January were allocated. 

This month, 2.4 million Ethiopians are in need of food aid, a figure that will rise to an estimated 2.9 million in March and 3.1 million in April.  Only 22 per cent of the total food requirements for the year are available and will remain largely uncovered unless new contributions are received, the UN Office warns.

Meanwhile, the number of internally displaced persons resulting from conflicts associated with the recent referendum between the Oromiya and Somali regions continues to increase, with more outbreaks of violence this week.

**Afghanistan
Afghanistan has made remarkable progress since the fall of the Taliban, but it still suffers from poor human development and risks becoming a failed State once again.  That is the outlook from the first Afghanistan Human Development Report put out by the UN Development Programme (UNDP).

The report ranks Afghanistan as 173rd out of 178 nations in terms of human development.  Afghanistan’s life expectancy -- at 44.5 years -- is at least 
20 years lower than that in neighbouring countries, while its education system, according to the report, is the worst in the world.

At the same time, the report says that the Afghan economy has recovered significantly since the Taliban’s fall.  By 2004, some 54 per cent of primary age children were in school, while more schools and public spaces have been opened to women.

More information on this report is available on the UNDP web site.

**UNEP Recommendations
Finally, a report from the United Nations Environment Programme presents recommendations on how to reduce the vulnerability of countries to future coastal hazards.  The report says that the destruction caused by the recent tsunami in south Asia offers an opportunity to rebuild in a manner that preserves natural resources for the benefit of the local communities that were hardest hit by the disaster.

And there is more on that in a press release.

That’s all I have for you.

Laura? 

**Questions and Answers
Question:  Fred, do you know what the timeline is for the special investigative team that’s going to Lebanon? 

Spokesman:  No, except that the Secretary-General hopes that they can report back quickly and they will be going with that accelerated timetable very much on their mind.

Question:  And are they going to report back to him and then that’s going to the Security Council, or how does it work?

Spokesman:  That’s the standard procedure, yes.

Yes?

Question:  Fred, were you surprised that your resignation has been accepted or were you expecting it?  I hear it’s mainly due to a conflict in styles with Mark Malloch Brown?

Spokesman:  No, it had nothing to do with a conflict with 
Mark Malloch Brown.  I wanted to give the Secretary-General the option of making a change now.  With the arrival of Mark, of course, there is already a noticeable change in how we handle our communications.  

Was I surprised?  I think I was relieved.  And I think the 
Secretary-General has a very good instinctive sense of the people who work for him and he picked up how profoundly tired I am.  So he asked me to stay through the end of June and I agreed.  And after that I’ll be a free man, thank you very much.

Yes, Massoud?
Question:  Fred, there is a growing feeling among some of the delegates that I have talked to that, in fact, Mr. Mark Malloch Brown has become the 
de facto Secretary-General and most of the decisions are being made by him.  The Secretary-General is just rubber-stamping them.

Spokesman:  Oh I don’t think that’s an accurate reading at all, if you know anything about the Secretary-General and how he operates.  His choice of Mark Malloch Brown, I think, reflected his sense that the UN needed to get upfront and more aggressive in defending itself against an increasingly hostile segment of the media and the political spectrum.

Mark Malloch Brown is a very outgoing personality, as you know from having met him.  It’s easy to see how he would get plenty of media notice.  And that, indeed, is part of his job description that the Secretary-General has given him.

But taking over?  No way.

Question:  No Chef de Cabinet before him has been so bold and made decisions at that level before...

Spokesman:  The position of Chef de Cabinet is a very powerful one, and different people carry out their responsibilities in that post in different ways.  The predecessor, Mr. Riza, was a consummate diplomat and you hardly ever saw him.  It didn’t mean that he didn’t have a significant role to play.

That’s why the Secretary-General picks a very close confidant as 
Chef de Cabinet, because it is such a powerful position.

Yes, Liz?

Question:  So was it then Mark Malloch Brown who was the one who decided to be, as you described him, upfront and aggressive about Ruud Lubbers?  That it was time to get going on Ruud Lubbers?

Spokesman:  You’ll have to make that judgement.  But I think the Secretary-General has struggled with this decision from the very beginning.  As you will see, now that we have released Mr. Lubbers’ defence, including a legal defence by Max van der Stoel, the distinguished Dutch jurist who did a paper for Mr. Lubbers at his request, you’ll see the difficulty that the Secretary-General faced.

It’s also his style not to act aggressively.  And so, I think he moved slowly and steadily to bring about this desired result that happened over the weekend.

I am not sure that it’s Mark Malloch Brown’s hand that made that happen.  I think it’s the Secretary-General’s determination to see a situation that was growing increasingly painful for UNHCR and its staff resolved in a way that would allow that agency to get on with its important work. 

Question:  And Lubbers says he’ll stay on until a replacement is found there.  What’s the time frame for this?

Spokesman:  The Secretary-General told me this morning that he expects that this process will be transparent and rapid.  So I can’t predict a specific date, but he’ll be moving quickly.

Question:  Is this one of those regional rotation jobs, or how does this work?

Spokesman:  I don’t believe regional rotation comes into it.  I think, as I have already said from this platform, major contributors to UNHCR tend to be those who put forward names of candidates for High Commissioner.  But I don’t think the Secretary-General feels locked into that formula or any formula.  He’ll be looking for the best person.

Finished?  One more?
Question:  Yeah, just one more question.  I think Annan had promised that there would be a report coming out on Dileep Nair after the Staff Council had submitted some comments to him, or they would take up...(inaudible), apparently the Staff Council did that on Friday.  What’s the plan for reporting on 
Dileep Nair?

Spokesman:  I haven’t heard that the Staff Council did that on Friday.  We had not heard from them, apart from a letter that they had sent seeming to say that, as long as we did not reopen the investigation into Mr. Nair before receiving anything from them, they had no intention of submitting further substantiated claims against him.

Frankly, we didn’t see the justice of that.  So we were not about to 
reopen the investigation until someone, in this case, or in the first case, the Staff Council, had come forward with substantiated claims against him.

And to my knowledge, they haven’t.  If something happened on Friday, I’ll have to confirm that for you and then give you a reaction.

[He later confirmed that a letter from the Staff Council was received on Friday specifying allegations against Mr. Nair.  The Secretary-General would study the letter and then decide, in consultation with the Staff Council, whether to reopen the investigation.]

Yes, sir?

Question:  The team that’s going to Beirut, does it have a mandate broad enough to follow it; to see it as a political assassination rather than as a crime?  And if so, will it have access to intelligence or to staffing capable of dealing with a probe that might involve Syria or any of the militias currently operating in Lebanon?

Spokesman:  I don’t think they go with any preconceived notion of the nature of the killing of Mr. Hariri.  If you know Mr. Fitzgerald, he is a very distinguished police commissioner who has worked on a number of UN peacekeeping missions and has also done investigative work for us before.  So I think you will see a police action looking at evidence and trying to reconstitute how this crime was committed and, if possible, who committed it.

They’re starting in Lebanon.  And if they feel they need to go wider than Lebanon as part of the inquiry, they will do so.

Okay, so...

Question:  Fred, just a follow up on that, I’m sorry, Fred. 

Spokesman:  Yes?

Question:  Did Annan speak to the Syrians about this investigation?  The Lebanese have obviously said that they welcome this.  But did Annan have any conversations with the Syrians or anyone...(Inaudible)? 

Spokesman:  I’ll have to look into that for you.  I don’t know that.

Kristin, why don’t you come up then and talk to us about fistula?

(Issued separately)

Spokesman for General Assembly President
Good afternoon,

Fifty-eight speakers are taking part in the informal meeting of the plenary of the General Assembly on the findings and recommendations of the United Nations Millennium Project 2005 and on the High-Level Panel on Threats, Challenges and Change.  Again, for your own reference, the two document numbers are A/59/565 and A/59/565/corr.1.

The meeting was opened by President Jean Ping and he, by way of background, recalled that the General Assembly had already had separate exchanges of views on the two reports.  And, in the course of the informal consultations, Member States have expressed their views on the wide range of findings and recommendations contained in the reports.

Subsequent to the latest exchanges of views, as you will recall, which took place on 10-11 February 2005, President Jean Ping sent a letter to all Member States, a letter dated 16 February 2005, in which he suggested four clusters, namely:  peace and security; development; rule of the law and protecting the vulnerable; and strengthening the United Nations institutional reform - these four clusters as a basis for informal consultations for today’s meeting on both reports.  In the same letter, the President of the 
General Assembly laid out a distribution of labour for the 10 facilitators.  There are 10 facilitators who have been appointed in this connection.  And he laid out a division of labour for the 10, according to the topics, while stressing that the group of facilitators, as a whole, should operate as one entity and (inaudible) general responsibility for all reform issues.  Furthermore, the facilitators would serve as regional focal points.  A list containing all the facilitators was attached to the letter from the President of the General Assembly.

Before opening the floor, President Jean Ping recalled that according to the schedule, this informal session today represented the final round of consultations on these reports and that the General Assembly will start the substantive phase of consultations once the Secretary-General has presented his comprehensive report to the General Assembly in March.

The second item has to do with cloning.

The Sixth Committee concluded its work on Friday 18 in the afternoon, when it recommended to the General Assembly the adoption of a declaration on human cloning.  The Declaration would call on Member States to prohibit all forms of human cloning inasmuch as they are incompatible with human dignity and the protection of human life.

The Committee approved, by a vote of 71 in favour to 35 against with 
43 abstentions, a draft resolution entitled, “United Nations Declaration on Human Cloning”.  The draft resolution was the result of negotiations by the Working Group, which, as you will remember again, was established to finalize a common text.  And I would like to give you the document number for your own reference.  It is A/C.6/59/L.27/Add.1

The draft resolution also called on Member States to adopt all measures necessary to protect adequately human life in the application of life sciences, and to prohibit the application of genetic engineering techniques that may be contrary to human dignity.

Again for your own background, you will recall that on 19 November 2004, the Committee averted a divisive vote at the time on the question of an international convention against human reproductive cloning by deciding to take up the issue again as a declaration at a February session.  It was Italy that then introduced a resolution containing a declaration on human cloning, which essentially replaced two earlier texts that aimed at a treaty, one proposed by Costa Rica and the other by Belgium.

The General Assembly, on the recommendation of the Sixth Committee in December 2004, established a Working Group to finalize the text of a 
United Nations declaration on human cloning, using draft resolution A/C.6/59/L.26.  And that draft resolution was presented by Italy.  And the General Assembly also asked the Working Group to report to the Sixth Committee in February.

The Committee adopted its provisional programme of work for its sixtieth session.

And I’d like to end this briefing by giving you a quote from the Chairman of the Committee, Chairman from Morocco.  His name is Mohamed Bennouna.  He said it was important that the Committee had adopted the declaration on cloning, which marked the end of one stage in the debate.  “It is what it is, with its weaknesses and strengths.”

That’s all I have for you.

Yes?

Questions and Answers
Question:  (inaudible)... and also went and met with Mr. Jean Ping.  And after having a position paper on the (inaudible)...  Now, these facilitators that you’re talking about, will they be also involved in, what you call, ... as some sort of a compromise towards which models to adapt, as far as the reforms are concerned?

Spokesman for General Assembly President:  Yes, the role of the facilitator is to strengthen the open-door policy by the President; to have as many consultations as possible with Member States, including the ones that you mentioned.  And you will recall also, just by way of addition to your question, that over the weekend there have been media reports about the Africans meeting, and again, giving their own views.  The intention of the President of the General Assembly is that all Member States should be given as many opportunities to give their views as possible.  And then all of those views are put together with the help of the 10 facilitators and, among other things, shared with the Secretary-General to help him prepare his own report to come out in March.

Question:  ...(inaudible) meeting separately to have their positions on the Security Council reforms and...? 

Spokesman for General Assembly President:  Yes, on the Security Council reform and the reform of the United Nations following a summit that was held in Abuja, Nigeria.  Yes?

Question:  On cloning, Djibril, I listened to that debate on Friday.  I don’t see how you could, in any way, call it a compromise that declaration, since as many people either abstained or voted against as voted for.  Under those circumstances, you would never get a treaty on aspects of it, including cloning of human life, unless they start from scratch again.  What’s the next step?  The Assembly is going to probably approve the same statement.  And then where does it go?  It just hangs in limbo?  Because nobody is going to change legislation or adhere to this.
Spokesman for General Assembly President:  I hesitate to answer you because, Evelyn you’ve followed this question very, very closely over a long time.

Question:  The dynamic of it eludes me right now.

Spokesman for General Assembly President:  Right. 

Question:  They seem to be stuck in nowhere.

Spokesman for General Assembly President:  But, strictly speaking, the Committee approved the draft resolution.  Therefore, the next step, once it’s adopted by the General Assembly, is to move to its implementation phase.  Like everything else, from this podium, I have given you examples of negotiations that have gone on for decades and then have come forward.  But in this case, at least according to the Committee and the Chairman, it marks the outcome of one phase, which is, we do have a resolution with a vote of 71 in favour, 35 against and 43 abstentions.

Question:  That is not a consensus.  That can’t be implemented.

Spokesman for General Assembly President:  Seventy-one people were in favour and 35 were against.

Question:  You can’t implement this worldwide with that kind of a vote.

Spokesman for General Assembly President:  I’ll leave that interpretation to you because, as I said, you have followed this very closely.

Question:  It’s what everyone said from the floor -- the Islamic nations, the Belgians and the British.  It’s not my interpretation.  It would be a nicer story if something were implemented.

Spokesman for General Assembly President:  All right, I take note of your comments.

Okay, thank you.

* *** *



	


            UNEP and the Executive Director in the News





Scripps Howard News Services (SHMS) - Report: environmental changes increase disease


ABC News - Tsunami-hit nations must utilise environment: UN


Reuters - U.N. sees toxic waste threat from tsunami


New Scientist - Natural barriers reduced tsunami devastation


LA Times - U.N. to Debate How Best to Curb Mercury


Associated Press Worldstream - U.N.: Economic damage to three countries hit by tsunami totals US$500 million


Deutsche Presse-Agentur - HEADLINE: Tsunami washes illegal sunk toxic waste up on Somalia's shores


Financial Times - Danger waste hits tsunami survivors


Detroit News - World officials call for curbs on mercury


The Nation (Nairobi) - Kibaki Pleads for Help to Curb Paperbags Menance


All American Patriots - U.N. Says Preserve Environment in Rebuilding After Asian Tsunami


The Independent (South Africa) - Asian tsunami dislodged hazardous waste


Kerala News - World: Environmental changes are spreading infectious diseases – UN study


Harold Doan News - Tsunami Destruction Offers Chance For Nature-Friendly Reconstruction - Un Report


WASHINGTON - Preserve Environment in Post-Tsunami Rebuilding, U.N. Agency Says


AFP - Tsunami-Hit Nations Called On To Heed Environment


Renewable Energy - World Bank, UNEP Release Wind, Hydro Models


PANA News  - Declining environment threatens human survival - UNEP  


Nature News - Reflooding bodes well for Iraqi marshes


EMagazine - Kyoto Protocol Takes Effect, Without U.S.


UnionRadio (EFE )  - Medio ambiente degradado aumentó devastación del maremoto de Asia


Le Figaro - Appels à protéger la Terre lors d'une conférence de l'Onu sur l'environnement 


Ami - Onu-environnement-Asie-séisme-Kenya LEAD:    Tsunami: les pays touchés doivent construire des barrières naturelles (Onu)


AP - Tsunami: le sort des Maldives lié à l'effet de serre par Christopher Torchia


AFP - Appels à protéger la Terre lors d'une conférence de l'Onu sur l'environnement


taz, die tageszeitung - ÜBERSCHRIFT: Gesundheit und Umweltschutz


Telepolis (German news service) - Die Renaturierung des Garten Eden


Die Presse (Austria) - ÜBERSCHRIFT: Limnologie; Wasser für den Garten Eden 


Pressemitteilung: Bundesministerium Für Umwelt, Naturschutz Und Reaktorsicherheit (Bmu) 
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