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Iraq's wetlands in need 
 Japan wants to assist in a project of biblical proportions. 

Once the dust settles in Iraq's volatile security situation, Japan hopes to find ways to turn it to mud and save what is widely considered the cradle of civilization, sources said Wednesday. 

Japan is considering assisting the restoration of the Mesopotamian Marshlands where the Euphrates and Tigris rivers meet in southern Iraq, as part of its reconstruction assistance, sources said. 

A high-ranking official in the Foreign Ministry said, ``Contributing in the environmental area is a way for Japan to show the international community that its reconstruction support for Iraq goes beyond just the dispatch of Self-Defense Forces.'' 

While the Mesopotamian Marshlands were once larger than the island of Shikoku in area, they have now shrunk to about 4 percent of their former size, mainly due to damming of the rivers during the brutal regime of Saddam Hussein. 

The Mesopotamian Marshlands, considered the location of the biblical Garden of Eden, are an integral part of the Tigris-Euphrates river basin. In the 1970s, the marshlands measured about 20,000 square kilometers in area. 

However, subsequent drying was accelerated by damming of the rivers by the Saddam regime to force Shiite Muslims living in the region to move. The Shiites had rebelled against Saddam after the 1991 Persian Gulf War. 

Surveys in 2002 found the marshlands had shrunk to just 759 square kilometers. The wetland ecosystem in the region is threatened by this drastic reduction, and many species now face extinction. 

According to the U.N. Environment Program, the marshlands could completely disappear over the next five years if nothing is done to stem desertification. 

Abdul Amir al-Rekaby, an Iraqi democratization leader, touched upon the need to protect the marshlands in talks with Prime Minister Junichiro Koizumi during a December visit to Japan. 

Al-Rekaby said the tribes in southern Iraq considered restoration of the marshlands of prime importance. 

Japanese officials are considering financial assistance and other measures such as forestation, desalination, anti-drought measures and the building of aqueducts. 

However, the feasibility of the moves can only be judged after specialists conduct research in the region. Such research will have to await the restoration of security.(IHT/Asahi: January 22,2004) (01/22) 
__________________________________________________________________________________________

BusinessWorld

January 23, 2004, Friday

 DENR, quality experts join efforts for clean air

BODY:
 The Department of Environment and Natural Resources (DENR) shall work with international and local air quality management experts starting this month to effectively implement the Clean Air Act, according to a statement from the DENR.

Environmental Services Australia and the Gaia South Philippines will work with the Environmental Management Bureau (EMB) on institutional strengthening and capacity building for air quality management.

This is part of the Asian Development Bank-assisted project, Metro Manila Air Quality Improvement Sector Development, as a loan agreement to conduct specific steps in strategically improving air quality management in the Metro Manila air shed, which includes the National Capital Region, Regions 3 and 4-A. The program will be continued in the next three years. 

The Metro Manila Air Quality Improvement Sector Development Program is coordinated by the EMB as the lead implementing agency, and involves several other government agencies at the national level, 34 local government units, the private sector and the civil society.

Among the key components expected of the project is to develop guidelines and procedures in emission measurement and permitting system, strengthen enforcement capacity according to Clean Air Act provisions, and equip implementers with the proper skills and training to effectively enforce the previsions.

An inception workshop was conducted on January 15-16 at Subic Hotel to establish partnership between the project team of consultants and the EMB.

The workshop sought to draw joint identification of issues, imperatives and problems as well as to come up with specific approaches and activities for the successful implementation of the project.

The program aims to primarily safeguard human health by improving the quality of air in Metro Manila and nearby provinces.

Expected benefits include a positive impact on the economic and social development of the Metro Manila air shed.

AIR QUALITY MEET

Meanwhile, Better Air Quality 2003 (BAQ 2003), a major conference on air quality management in Asia, was held on December 17-19 at the EDSA Shangri-La Hotel.

It was the united effort of governments, nongovernmental organization, international agencies and the private sector to improve air quality.

Dr. Gary Haq of the Air Pollution in the Megacities of Asia (APMA) project said, "Every individual no matter their gender, color, race or religion has a basic right to breathe clean air. This is a simple concept yet achieving it is a complex problem."

Delegates from different countries, organizations, and sectors convened for a workshop to provide an opportunity for these people to share their views, plans, solutions and prognosis regarding the issue of air quality management.

This was also a venue to find out how governments, NGOs, international agencies and the private sector are working to improve air quality.

The conference, coming from a successful precedent in Hong Kong in 2002, was organized by the Philippine Department of Environment and Natural Resources, Clean Air Initiative for Asian Cities (CAI-Asia), APMA and the Partnership for Clean Air.

CAI-Asia is a regional network founded in 2001 by the Asian Development Bank, World Bank and the United States-Asia Environmental Partnership, a project of USAID.

It is a multi-stakeholder organization, with more than 90 institutional members with the goal of promoting better air quality management in Asia.

The Partnership for Clean Air is the local network of CAI-Asia in the Philippines, which actively works with stakeholders from all sectors in order to implement the Philippine Clean Air Act.

The DENR is the lead agency for the implementation of the Clean Air Act and an active member of the Partnership for Clean Air.

APMA is a joint project of the United Nations Environment Program and World Health Organization, the Korea Environment Institute and the Stockholm Environment Institute with the aim of providing a foundation for information exchange and regional cooperation on air quality issues.

The participating sectors discussed air quality management and control techniques.

The summit showed technological developments in air quality monitoring and discussed recommendations on technical solutions for different countries.

The corridors outside the hotel's Dapitan function room were lined up with exhibits from different companies and agencies showing technological solutions to manage air quality and information for the public on certain accomplishments to solve the problem of air pollution.

For its part, the DENR numerated in its exhibits the accomplishments in managing air quality. The first of 10 air monitoring stations was recently launched by Environment Sec.Elisea G. Gozun.

The station is at the Manila Observatory of the Ateneo de Manila University in Quezon City. The stations provide real-time data on the quality of ambient air.

The department is also developing the Air Quality Framework. It has designated 10 interim air sheds nationwide.

The DENR's other accomplishments:
  * conducted emission inventory of stationary, mobile and area sources of pollution;
  * set emission standards for motor vehicles;
  * required emission testing of motor vehicles prior to registration;
  * improved fuel quality by lowering the sulfur content in diesel and lowered benzene and aromatics in gasoline;
  * promoted the use of alternative cleaner fuels like biodiesel, liquefied petroleum gas, and compressed natural gas;
  * launched the smoke-free EDSA (Epifanio de los Santos Ave.) project;
  * has set up ambient air quality monitoring networks, including 10 electronic stations; and
  * released the first National Air Quality status report.

The DENR also outlined actions that still needed prompt action on both the government and the private sector.

One of these is the operationalization of the air quality management fund. The capacity for fiscal policy for air quality management is one of the major goals foreseen by the summit to bring about the suggested solutions for a better air quality.

The DENR also aims to further establish the guidelines for emissions averaging, emissions trading, and putting tax incentives on those who will care to reduce air pollution from their own stationary sources.

The plenary discussion of the conference, focused the outlined solutions on the transport demand management, vehicle inspection programs, health studies and the greening of the fiscal policy to finance these programs.

The air quality programs of different countries often take the back seat when it comes to priority policies.

The conference aimed to promote awareness and action in the different country-participants so that their respective air quality programs could form policy and eventually be implemented.

As Dr. Supat Wangwongwatana, chairperson of CAI-Asia, said in her opening remarks, "Slowly, piece by piece, the vision that we had for the Clean Air Initiative is starting to become a reality. This vision is one of a strong and vibrant air quality management community in Asia.

"We, who are here in BAQ 2003 are that community. I represent government, others represent the private sector or civil society. Some of us are based in Asia while others are from outside Asia. What binds us however is our desire to protect the health of the children, women and men of Asia by cleaning the air in Asia."
__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

ENS

Europe Resolves to Reverse Biodiversity Declines by 2010 
MADRID, Spain, January 22, 2004 (ENS) - European countries have agreed to work together to protect hundreds of species from extinction and strengthened their resolve to halt the decline in biodiversity by the year 2010. At the Biodiversity in Europe conference which wound up Wednesday here, participants agreed to send a strong message to the next global biodiversity convention set for Malaysia in February. 

The Biodiversity in Europe Conference and the simultaneous Council of the Pan-European Biological and Landscape Diversity Strategy (PEBLDS) meeting that opened Sunday brought together ministers and senior officials of all European governments, international organizations, and nongovernmental organizations. 

Delegates from 31 European countries focused on safeguarding biological diversity in marine and coastal regions, mountainous regions, protected areas and ecological networks of Europe, transfer of technology and technology cooperation. 

Halting the loss of biodiversity at all levels in Europe by 2010 was at the core of the the strategy sessions, as participants discussed how to turn the 2010 target into reality and what tools might be used to harmonize this process. 

The 2010 target date was set in May 2003 in the Resolution on Biodiversity signed by all European environment ministers in Kiev, Ukraine, and in the European Union Strategy for Sustainable Development. 

"To reach the 2010 targets, we must do more!" said Environment Commissioner Margot Wallstrom at the conference opening session. "It is time to ring the alarm bell. Biodiversity loss has accelerated to an unprecedented level, both in Europe and worldwide," she told delegates. 
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European brown bear (Photo by A. Zedrosser courtesy WWF)
Environmental organizations have been ringing the alarm bell for years. In July 1999, WWF issued a report warning that bear populations in Western Europe are on the brink of disappearing. "Unless radical steps are taken in the near future," WWF said, "France's tiny brown bear populations are doomed to extinction, while the small and fragile populations of Spain and Greece are decreasing alarmingly." Little action has been taken to protect bears since then. 

In his address, IUCN Director General Achim Steiner emphasised the global impact of the decisions taken within Europe. The European will to protect its species and their habitats is expected to energize the 7th Conference of the Parties to the Convention on Biological Diversity in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, next month. 

The IUCN Regional Office for Europe presented its Countdown to 2010 initiative - a series of annual meetings on the most urgent challenges for biodiversity. They are timed to influence policy makers during coming policy reforms on EU level. 

In September 2004, a Countdown to 2010 launch meeting will focus on "Building the Pan-European Ecological Network," the European Region IUCN announced. 

Representing the Irish EU Presidency and the 10 countries that will join the union on May 1, Irish environment official Tom O’Mahony described the Countdown to 2010 initiative as “worthy of our support.” 

PEBLDS' President Sylvi Ofstad said in her closing speech Wednesday, "Recent research results make clear that climate change will accelerate the current decline of nature and biodiversity worldwide. If we do not act now the face of Europe and the whole planet could dramatically change, affecting life and economies on Earth." 

“Europe is determined to counterbalance dramatic effects of climate change on biodiversity," she said. 

However, Ofstad expressed trust that "the outcomes of our Pan-European meetings will boost an engagement and create a will to fight this alarming scenario. We are more determined then ever to halt the decline of nature and biodiversity by 2010." 

As if to underline the urgency of efforts at the conference, a global partnership of bird conservation organizations warned Monday that numbers of 24 wild birds once common on farmlands across Europe have crashed by more than 30 percent since 1980. 

BirdLife International used the occasion of Berlin's Agriculture Green Week to release a new study on the population trends of wild birds that shows intensive farming is responsible for the steep decline of skylarks and lapwings, among many others. 

[image: image5.jpg]


Lapwings Vanellus vanellus are declining in Europe, mainly as a result of intensive agriculture. (Photo by Andy Hay/RSPB courtesy BirdLife)
BirdLife estimates that 150 species of European birds are reliant on sustainable farming for their future survival. Previous research has shown that the declines of farmland birds have been greatest in those EU countries with the most intensive farming systems - the countries in northwest Europe. 

In the UK between 1970 and 1999, for instance, skylark numbers declined by 52 percent and corn bunting numbers were down by 88 percent. 

Birds at most immediate risk are those particularly vulnerable to intensive agriculture, such as the corncrake, red-backed shrike and great bustard – birds which have been lost as regular breeding birds from much of northwest Europe and which will be threatened as agricultural development spreads. 

Currently, eastern European countries still have relatively large populations of these birds, and BirdLife is urging the governments of the 10 countries joining the European Union on May 1 - most in eastern Europe - to heed the warning to take the environment into account. 

With just over 100 days to go until the 10 new countries become EU members, BirdLife is calling on the European Commission, the 15 current EU member states, and the accession countries to urgently put the environment and wildlife at the heart of farming policy. 

Otherwise, the organization warned, there will be further massive declines or even extinctions in the new member states, which are still relatively untouched by the ravages of intensive farming.

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

ENS

Norwegian Ship Spills Crude Oil Near Bergen 
BERGEN, Norway, January 22, 2004 (ENS) - Norwegian coastal emergency officials are working to contain a spill of heavy crude oil from a bulk carrier that has capsized near the city of Bergen. 

The Rocknes bulk carrier, loaded with stones and headed to Germany, overturned in icy seas Monday night. Rescue teams have saved 12 of the 30 people aboard, but 18 crew members are confirmed dead, or missing and presumed dead. 

Jebsen Ship Management of Bergen, which operated the vessel, says that among the missing is the Norwegian captain of the specially built carrier. Atle Jebsen said Tuesday that among the missing is "one of our most experienced captains," Jan Aksel Juvik, who has been part of the Jebsen Group since 1972. 

Rescue crews have left the scene, and salvage and environmental crews have moved in, worried that the 446 metric tons of heavy bunker crude oil aboard the Rocknes might leak into the sea. 

The capsized Rocknes may be leaking oil into the sea. (Photo by Gisle Mellum)
The immediate area around the wreck has been boomed off to contain the oil spill. 

Jebsen said Wednesday that "an unknown quantity" of the heavy fuel oil has escaped. "There does not appear to be any evidence that any of the bunkers tanks have been breached," the company said. 

The cleanup and pollution prevention operation at sea is organized by the Department for Emergency Response of the Norwegian Coastal Administration, Kystverket. 

Coast guard crews are struggling to contain the fuel on board the vessel, in hopes of preventing a major spill. They will also lead any shore side clean up on land, assisted by the local municipalities affected. Fishing Minister Svein Ludvigsen is in Bergen to monitor pollution from the capsized vessel and its containment. 

The Netherlands firm Smit Salvage has stabilized the Rocknes by pumping air into its ballast tanks, and the vessel is now floating higher in the water. Once stabilized in its present upside down state, Smit says the vessel can be towed to a sheltered area, where further salvage of the vessel can take place. 

The Rocknes oil slick can be seen in this aerial photograph. (Photo courtesy Kystverket)
Investigators are now trying to determine why the modern ship sank in good conditions close to Bergen shortly after taking on fuel. 

Neither Jebsen nor the vessel's insurer, Gard of Norway, has confirmed a cause for the accident. Several witnesses reportedly said they spotted holes in the vessel's hull, leading to speculation that it ran into a rocky outcropping and took on water shortly before it capsized. 

Survivors also have said the vessel grounded before the accident. Others have said they heard stones crashing just before the vessel flipped, suggesting its cargo shifted and left the vessel out of balance. 

The Norwegian ship's pilot was among the survivors and so will be able to give evidence at a formal investigation into the cause of the accident that will be held in Norway. 

Several pilots who have handled the Rocknes in the past have expressed concerns about the heavy vessel's lack of maneuverability, but the ship's classification company Germanicher Lloyd said that the boat's construction met all rules and regulations.

REGIONAL OFFICE FOR AFRICA  (ROA)- NEWS UPDATE

23 January 2004

UN-HABITAT/GERMANY

UN Habitat Appeals for More German Support 

Nairobi, Kenya (PANA) - The UN Human Settlements Programme (UN Habitat) has appealed for more financial support from Germany in addressing some of the most pressing Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) by the year 2015, especially in Africa where urbanization is growing at a worrying rate. "The UN Habitat is very focused on the most pressing issues of the world, especially the MDGs. About 72 percent of Africa's urban dwellers live in the slums where poverty and diseases are causing havoc," said UN Habitat Executive Director Anna Tibaijuka. "The German government has got a history with us and we request more support from them," Tibaijuka told a news conference here Wednesday after hosting the visiting German Chancellor Gerhard Schroeder at her offices. The UN Habitat official noted that the German government has a history of working in slum up-grading projects, something the UN agency could tap into. Chancellor Schroeder told the conference that Germany was indeed focusing on how to contribute to the world's successes, and remained committed to the common good of the international community. He said his government was likely to step up its core funding of the United Nations activities from the current 150,000 to 500,000 Euro.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng028521&dte=22/01/2004
General environment news

Global Greenhouse Gas Register Launched

World Economic Forum (Geneva): Ten Companies Already Committed to Disclose Worldwide Climate Emissions. The World Economic Forum today officially launched the Global Greenhouse Gas Register, a new global initiative to stimulate the disclosure and management by companies of their worldwide climate emissions. Developed in partnership with leading international business and environmental organizations, the Register is intended to spur voluntary corporate climate action around the world by creating a global standard for the disclosure of their emissions inventories and reduction targets. Alcoa, Anglo American, Cemex, Holcim, HP, Lafarge, RAO UESR, RWE, ScottishPower and Vattenfall committed to participating in the World Economic Forum’s Global Greenhouse Gas (GHG) Register. These companies together account for an estimated 800 million tons of carbon dioxide-equivalent per year (approximately 5% of global Annex-1 GHG emissions). Starting yesterday, participating companies can enter data into the Web-based Register; the Forum anticipates that initial data will be posted as early as February. "Many firms are being asked by their shareholders, governments and communities to take voluntary steps to manage their impact on the climate, but until now there has been no platform for the public disclosure of such information on a comparable, globally consolidated basis. The Global GHG Register is a collaborative effort by the business and environmental communities to create the kind of generally-accepted framework that can spur a broader response by businesses around the world and provide investors with a clearer understanding of the carbon-related risk in their portfolios," said Richard Samans, Managing Director of the World Economic Forum’s Global Institute for Partnership and Governance. 

The Greenhouse Gas Register has been developed in partnership with the following organizations: BrasilConnects, Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu, the International Emissions Trading Association, the Pew Center on Global Climate Change, the World Business Council for Sustainable Development, the World Energy Council, the World Resources Institute and the World Wildlife Fund.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200401220872.html
Egypt gets 70 million-Euro European Bank loan 

Brussels, Belgium (PANA)- The European Investment Bank (EIB) has granted Egypt a loan of 70 million Euro for the modernization of the country's wastewater collection and treatment scheme. The Bank said in a release the loan would be disbursed to the State-run Cairo WasteWater Organization (CWO) and Cairo General Organization for Sanitary Drainage  (CGOSD). The project is to be completed by 2007. Egypt has an Association agreement with the European Union, which defines co-operation between the Union and Cairo. The country is also signatory to the Barcelona Process, seeking to create a free trade area between the EU and the 12 countries of the Mediterranean Basin.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng028571&dte=22/01/2004
Govt. Avails R250m For Drought Relief

BuaNews (Pretoria): Government today announced a R250 million allocation to combat the devastating impact that continuous droughts have had on various parts of the country bringing the total amount given out so far to half a billion Rand. This allocation, to be distributed in the current financial year, is in addition to the R250 million Government has already made available to affected sectors and communities. The decision was taken at a Cabinet meeting, yesterday. Briefing media in Pretoria, Government chief spokesperson said Cabinet decided to increase the funds available after having assessed the continuing impact of the drought and possible medium to long-term implications. R60 million of the new funds made available will be used for emergency relief to vulnerable rural communities. A further R30 million will be used for the provision of fodder for livestock to established and emerging farmers. The remaining R160 million is to be used for water provision for human and livestock consumption, safeguarding of boreholes and the prevention of communicable diseases in affected poor rural communities.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200401220647.html
Luanda Will Be Clean Within Six Months - Public Works Minister

Angola Press Agency (Luanda): The Angolan capital city, Luanda, will be clean within six months, it was affirmed on Wednesday, in the province of Huambo, by the coordinator of the city's new managing commission, Higino Carneiro. "With hard work it is possible to change the look of Luanda in six months", assured Higino Carneiro, the current minister of Public Works, who was recently appointed through a presidential decree, as the coordinator of the city's new managing commission for a six-month period. The President of the Republic, José Eduardo dos Santos, last Friday dismissed the governor of Luanda, Simão Paulo and his deputies and replaced them with the referred commission which is also integrated by the Secretary of the Cabinet Council, António Van-Dúnem and by the vice-minister of Youth and Sports, Job Capapinha.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200401220614.html
Wildlife Authority Christens Bwindi Park Gorillas

New Vision (Kampala): UGANDA Wildlife Authority (UWA) has christened eight baby gorillas that were born among habituated groups in Bwindi Impenetrable National Park. The were Muyambi (21 months), Malaika (15 months), Nyampazi (seven months), Kasya (three months), Rwamutwe (three months), Kafuruka (two months), Noel Kaconco (fifteen days) and Kwesiima (five days). Villagers danced excitedly as the acting chief warden, David Kiisa and Chris Oryema, the senior warden of Mgahinga National Park, read out names of the gorillas christened in absentia. "We celebrate because gorillas can take up to three years without having a baby," Kiisa said. Recent births increased the number to 63 in the four habituated groups in Bwindi Impenetrable National Park.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200401220500.html
_______________________________________________________________________________________
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T H U R S D A Y    H I G H L I G H T S
*
Israeli barrier will severely affect Palestinians in Jerusalem area – UN 

*
UN agency condemns Israeli demolition of Palestinian homes, calls for new funds
*
Côte d’Ivoire: UN official calls for measures to end deadly inter-communal violence 
*
UN mission in DR of Congo blames militia leader for attacks, gross rights violations

*
Burundi: UN envoy praises both sides after first round of peace talks

*
Voter registration in Afghanistan tops 500,000, UN mission says

*
UN panel releases more money for claims from Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait  

*
UNICEF urges Tamil Tigers to stop recruiting child soldiers in Sri Lanka

*
UN human rights experts appeal for end to political violence in Haiti

*
Enlarged European Union could pose problems for asylum seekers – UN official

*
UNICEF to help protect health of Sudanese refugee children in Chad 

*
Resurgence of religious and race prejudices is alarming, UN panel says

*
China has vital role in global efforts for peace, Annan says in New Year’s greeting

*
UN agency to consider adopting plan to promote better diet and health habits 

*
Worldwide unemployment sets new record, UN labour agency reports

*
UN agency expresses ‘shock and sadness’ at killing of Cambodian union leader

*
UN agency helps create $2 million fund to bolster Georgia’s reforms 

*
Finnish diplomat elected first woman head of UN Economic and Social Council

*
African football tournament to rally fans for UN fight against poverty, AIDS

* * * * 

Middle East

22 January – Israel’s construction of a separation barrier will severely affect the lives of Palestinians in the Jerusalem area in wide-ranging activities from education to health care to relief and social services, according to the latest update of a report by the main United Nations agency helping Palestine refugees.

The report by the UN Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees (UNRWA), the first in a series of regular updates, notes that 260 students out of a total 7,246 attending UNRWA schools, along with 86 out of 263 teachers, will be affected in their daily movements by the barrier, which will cut them off from places of learning.

“Beyond logistical problems of access, proximity of the schools to the barrier site is likely to have a psychologically disruptive effect on all students and teachers alike,” it says.

Israel explains the need for the Wall as a direct response to Palestinian suicide attacks from across the Green Line (separating Israel and the occupied territories), intended to prevent infiltration by Palestinian militants. 

While it is so far impossible to determine how many of the more than 9,000 students attending schools run by the Palestinian Authority will be affected, the number will most likely be considerable, the report says.

On health care, it notes that the barrier will directly affect access to UNRWA’s Jerusalem Health Centre, which treated more than 27,000 patients in the August-October period last year, about 60 per cent of whom came from the city’s outskirts and will therefore face delays and obstructions. Two other health centres will be separated from surrounding areas. “Also access of refugees to secondary and tertiary care in Jerusalem hospitals will be severely hampered,” the report adds.

UNRWA says a “remarkable number” of barrier-related accidents involving falling or slipping are being reported. “Apparently some grease is spread at the bottom of the barrier, in order to discourage or damage ‘infiltrators’,” the agency notes.

Noting that the barrier already built in northern areas of the West Bank is “clearly resulting in impoverishment,” the report predicts a “similar effect” in the Jerusalem area.”

In a separate development, the International Court of Justice (ICJ), which is considering a case concerning the “Legal Consequences of the Construction of a Wall in the Occupied Palestinian Territory,” today granted a request by the Organization of the Islamic Conference (OIC) to participate in the proceedings.
* * *

Middle East

22 January – Condemning a week of Israeli house demolitions in Gaza, the main United Nations agency helping Palestine refugees appealed today to the international community for new funds to build shelters for nearly 600 people left homeless in the town and refugee camp of Rafah, in the south of the strip.

“Any humanitarian looking at the sheer number of innocent civilians who have lost their homes can only condemn Israel’s house demolition policy as a hugely disproportionate military response by an occupation army,” Peter Hansen, Commissioner General of UN Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees (UNRWA), said.

“The nearly 15,000 people whose homes and possessions have been ground into the sand by Israel’s bulldozers can hardly be blamed if they have come to believe that they are the victims of collective punishment,” he added, referring to the total number of those left homeless by Israeli actions in Gaza since the start of the most recent strife more than three years ago.

“It is a policy that creates only hardship and bitterness, and in the end can only undermine hope for future reconciliation and peace,” Mr. Hansen said.

The new demolitions by Israeli military bulldozers, which have left 584 people homeless since 16 January, have exacerbated the severe humanitarian crisis in Rafah, where 9,970 people have now lost their homes since October 2000, UNRWA said. The latest assault saw a 31-year old Palestinian woman killed and eight others injured.

Before the latest round of demolitions UNRWA estimated that it would cost $30 million to re-house all the refugees who have lost their homes. The agency has built 228 replacement shelters in Gaza and has a further 300 under construction.

* * *

Côte d’Ivoire

22 January – With inter-communal clashes in western Côte d’Ivoire claiming nearly three dozen lives and forcing hundreds to flee their homes recently, a senior United Nations relief official today appealed to the parties to stop the violence directed against civilians.

Since 29 December, forces sent by France to Côte d’Ivoire have found 35 bodies in villages surrounding Bangolo, some 600 kilometres northwest of the country’s economic hub in Abidjan, according to the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA). The town has recently been a flashpoint for violence against people perceived to be non-native to the region. Early this month, six persons, including three children, were killed in one incident alone.

Citing this “alarming” spike in bloodshed, Carolyn McAskie, the UN Deputy Emergency Relief Coordinator said, “The Government must do more to stop the violence.”

“I call on all parties to actively bring an end to violence directed against civilians,” she added.

Hundreds of people of Burkinabé origin have been displaced from villages in Gagnoa District, OCHA reported. More than 180 persons have arrived at a camp for internally displaced persons (IDPs) in Guiglo, 550 kilometres from Abidjan, since the beginning of the month.

Many have reported that they had been forced to flee a nearby village, Troya 2, by armed persons from neighbouring villages, OCHA said. According to the IDPs at Guiglo, there have been no ethnic conflicts within their community, but “armed young people from surrounding villages” have harassed and driven them out.

They also reported that there were scores of displaced persons who had not yet reached the IDP site at Guiglo. The great majority of the displaced are long-term residents of Côte d’Ivoire, 300 of whom had been living in Troya 2 for years.  There are now only 22 persons of Burkinabé origin in Troya 2.

The local administration, including the police and judiciary, has not been able to resume the full range of their activities in this crime-prone area since services lapsed at the peak of fighting between government forces and rebels roughly a year ago, OCHA said. Complicated property issues in cocoa-producing regions and the proliferation of small arms contribute to the tension in western Côte d’Ivoire. The Office warned the harvest season might give rise to increased tensions and insecurity over the next three months.

* * *

DR of Congo

22 January – The blame for recent attacks on the United Nations Mission (MONUC) in the east of the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), as well as summary executions of civilians, abductions and daily extortion, has been laid at the feet of a recently promoted militia leader, MONUC said today.

“Witnesses and complainants have accused Commander Bosco Ntaganda of committing gross human rights abuses. He is charged, among other things, with the summary executions of two people in Bunia in March 2003, kidnappings, rapes, barbaric acts on civilian populations, daily extortion of people’s money and items in Ituri, illegal levying of taxes and other offences,” MONUC said.

The Special Representative of the Secretary-General and MONUC head, William Lacy Swing, yesterday called in the leader of the Union of Congolese Patriots (UPC) militia, Thomas Lubanga, and demanded that he put an end to Mr. Ntaganda’s attacks on UN forces and local civilians.

Mr. Lubanga appointed Mr. Ntaganda UPC’s Army Chief of Staff on 8 December 2003.

UPC militiamen opened fire on UN Pakistani peacekeepers in Nizi, 28 kilometres north of Bunia, yesterday evening. UN helicopters and peacekeepers in Ituri were also attacked by the UPC at Drodro and Iga-Barrière on 19 and 20 January, MONUC said. The 22 militiamen MONUC arrested said Mr. Ntaganda had ordered the attack at Iga-Barrière.

MONUC and the Ituri Interim Institutions found underground UPC detention cells in several areas used for torturing civilians, the Mission said.

Mr. Swing asked Mr. Lubanga to condemn clearly and officially any acts of violence against MONUC and to dissolve any institutions besides the Interim Special Assembly, which is recognized by the DRC’s Transitional Government and the UN.

The Mission pledged that it would continue working to protect the civilian population and carry out disarmament activities in Ituri. Plans are currently underway for MONUC to deploy to other parts of the troubled region.

* * *

Burundi

22 January – The United Nations envoy to Burundi has congratulated the leaders of its Government and the armed rebel group Palipehutu-FNL after the two sides held their first talks in the Netherlands this week on a possible ceasefire.

The conflict between Burundi’s Government and Palipehutu-FNL (Parti pour la liberation du people Hutu-Forces nationals de liberation-Agathon Rwasa) is the last remaining obstacle to ending a decade of civil war that has left between 250,000 and 300,000 people dead.

Late last year the Government reached a comprehensive ceasefire with Burundi’s biggest armed rebel group, the CNDD-FDD (le Conseil National pour la Défense de la Démocratie – Forces pour la Défense de la Démocratie).

Berhanu Dinka, the Secretary-General’s Special Representative for Burundi, praised Burundian President Domitien Ndayizeye and Palipehutu-FNL for the “positive results that emerged” after four days of talks in the Netherlands.

“The Special Representative encourages both parties to maintain the climate of confidence that has been created, and to immediately pursue discussions in order to conclude a global ceasefire and to put an end to the suffering of the Burundian people,” a UN spokesman said in New York.

In another development, officials from the UN refugee agency, Burundi and Tanzania have signed an agreement that should allow many more of the hundreds of thousands of Burundian refugees to return from exile in Tanzania.

As part of the deal, formally signed yesterday in Arusha, Tanzania, the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) will actively promote repatriations to Burundi instead of just supporting those people who are already returning.

The agreement also includes measures to make repatriation smoother, such as simpler customs and immigration procedures and allowing trucks to move across the border.

The agency is anticipating that up to 300,000 Burundians could return home soon as the country’s peace process gradually takes root. Since UNHCR began helping with repatriation in March 2002, more than 113,000 refugees have returned.

This week the UNHCR has begun stepping up its presence in Burundi to meet the expected wave of refugees. Field offices are expected to open soon in the eastern and southern provinces that border Tanzania.

The leader of the UNHCR delegation in Arusha, Zobida Hassim-Ashagrie, hailed the deal but warned the refugees still face a difficult time. Burundi already has hundreds of thousands of internally displaced people.

“The majority return to find their houses in ruins [and] many lack land to cultivate,” she pointed out, adding, “Basic services – health, education, water – are lacking.”

* * *

Afghanistan

22 January – More than half a million Afghans have now registered to vote in this year’s national parliamentary and presidential elections, the United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA) announced today.

A UNAMA spokesman reported that 507,513 people have enrolled to vote since registration began in early December, with women making up just over 112,000 – or 22 per cent. Up to 10 million people are estimated to be eligible to vote.

The spokesman said there has been a spike in registrations in the capital, Kabul, since President Hamid Karzai registered there on Saturday. Registration remains confined to eight cities around Afghanistan, with the rest of the country to follow when the security situation improves.

The spokesman said UNAMA and the Joint Electoral Management Body are discussing a regulation that would outlaw multiple registrations by one person and impose financial penalties or jail terms for offenders. A civic education programme on the subject will also be introduced.

Parliamentary and presidential elections are scheduled for later this year. The spokesman said that on the day of the elections there would be procedures – such as marking voters’ fingers with indelible ink – to prevent Afghans from voting more than once.

In another development, senior Afghan officials from Bamiyan province and officials from the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) will travel to Iran tomorrow to explain to Afghan refugees living there exactly what day-to-day conditions are like in Afghanistan.

The visit is the first of a series following an agreement reached between Iran and Afghanistan last year. More than 110,000 refugees from Bamiyan province alone are estimated to be living in Iran.

* * *

Iraq/Kuwait 

22 January – The United Nations panel processing claims for losses and damage suffered as a result of Iraq’s invasion and occupation of Kuwait in 1990-1991 today made available over $184 million for payment to more than 1,600 claimants.

Over 2.6 millions claims with a total asserted value of $350 billion have been filed with the UN Compensation Commission (UNCC), which has so far approved some $48 billion and released nearly $18.2 billion. 

Today’s payment of $184,568,674.54, made available to 24 governments for distribution to 1,681 successful claimants, follows the temporary mechanism set up by the commission’s Governing Council last year allowing for the release of up to $200 million every quarter. 

The Commission has the same membership as the UN Security Council.

* * *

Sri Lanka

22 January – The United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) today called on the rebel Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) in Sri Lanka to stop recruiting children as soldiers and to release those it already has back to civilian life.

In a report on children affected in 2003 by Sri Lanka’s civil war, UNICEF noted that the LTTE recruited 709 children during the year – nearly half between August and October.

The report stated that over the same period the LTTE released 202 children either directly to their families, or to the transit centre that was opened by UNICEF in Kilinochchi in Sri Lanka’s northeast in October.

But UNICEF added it was aware, from reports submitted by families, that the LTTE still had 1,301 children serving with them.

In August, the Sri Lankan Government and the LTTE agreed to a UNICEF action plan to monitor, report and tackle violations of child rights in the country’s northeast. The Kilinochchi transit centre was set up as part of the plan.

UNICEF’s report estimates that 50,000 children in the northeast are not attending school and about 140,000 have been displaced from their homes. The agency has called for an influx of teachers, health staff and social welfare workers to help local children.

The Sri Lankan Government is engaged in a peace process with the LTTE after two decades of civil war. The LTTE are concentrated mostly in the north and east and are seeking greater autonomy.

* * *

Haiti

22 January – Two United Nations experts on human rights have expressed concern about the deterioration in human rights observance in Haiti since the start of recent violent confrontations between law enforcement officials, government supporters and government opponents.

The Special Rapporteur on the freedom of opinion and expression, Ambeyi Ligabo, and the Special Rapporteur on extrajudicial, summary or arbitrary executions, Asma Jahangir, both of the Commission on Human Rights, “deplored the fact that political violence continued to regularly cause victims.”

Two people were killed and about 30 were injured on 7 January in the capital, Port-au-Prince, and 25 people were injured on the campus of the University of Haiti last month in such confrontations, they said in a joint statement.

The experts noted that numerous attacks against political activists, journalists and radio stations also have taken place in the last few months.

The Special Rapporteurs appealed to the Haitian authorities – in cooperation with opposition political parties – to demand that the violence stop and bring to justice anyone found responsible.

* * *

European Union

22 January – Warning that the European Union’s (EU) imminent enlargement could overwhelm the asylum-handling systems of some new member States, the head of the United Nations refugee agency today unveiled proposals on how to address the looming problem.

The UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), Ruud Lubbers, told a meeting of EU interior ministers in Dublin that the region’s pattern of asylum applications could change dramatically after the enlargement on 1 May.

Mr. Lubbers said that improved identification and registration procedures for asylum-seekers mean it is now easier to send them back to the first EU country they entered – which in practice will usually mean the new member States.

“There are new EU States in Central Europe which currently only have 15 or 20 asylum assessors. A decade ago they had no asylum systems at all,” he said. “What is going to happen if thousands of extra asylum seekers are sent back to them from the inner EU countries?” 

Cyprus, Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Slovakia and Slovenia are about to join the EU.

Mr. Lubbers said the EU’s new harmonized laws on the issue could exacerbate the problem, leading to more irregular movement of people between EU member States.

The UNHCR proposals are designed to create a centralized, EU-wide system for processing claims for certain categories of asylum seekers instead of leaving the responsibility to individual States.

Under the proposals, the EU would set up reception centres, staffed by experienced assessors and interpreters, to process asylum claims. Member countries would also share the burden of accepting refugees so they are distributed evenly, rather than mostly in a few States. In addition, an EU-wide asylum agency and review board would be established to manage the overall system.

Mr. Lubbers added the UNHCR remains concerned about a draft EU directive on asylum procedures, saying it strips the right of claim and appeal from too many asylum-seekers.

* * *

Chad

22 January – The United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) has begun an anti-measles programme and a vitamin A distribution scheme in Chad in a bid to help the thousands of children there who have recently fled the conflict in Sudan’s Darfur region.

UNICEF will be issuing an emergency funding appeal early next week “in response to the rapidly deteriorating situation” of the Sudanese refugee children in Chad, a UN spokesman said today.

The measles campaign is designed to protect 86,000 children, while the vitamin A plan is being conducted with the help of Médecins Sans Frontières, a non-governmental organization (NGO). UNICEF is also distributing 200,000 blankets and providing therapeutic milk to the refugees.

Some 95,000 refugees are estimated to have fled from Darfur to the border with neighbouring Chad since fighting erupted early last year between the Sudanese Government and the Sudan Liberation Army (SLA).

* * *

Prejudices

22 January – Issues of intolerance, prejudice and discrimination worldwide are now so profound that they are threatening to disrupt collective efforts to promote peace and development in the new century, the United Nations chief information and communication official said today.

Moderating the first briefing in 2004 for members of UN non-governmental organizations (NGOs), Under-Secretary-General Shashi Tharoor said, “We are seeing an alarming resurgence of anti-Semitism, Islamophobia and racism in many parts of the world today.

“They are distinct phenomena with many different manifestations, but they also share common roots that grow out of ignorance, poverty, violence and the irrational fear of The Other,” he added.

The topic of the briefing was “Anti-Semitism, Islamophobia and Racism: New Perspectives on Old Menaces.”

Hate crimes are on the rise in urban areas in an “atmosphere of intolerance and violence wilfully exacerbated by fundamentalist rhetoric and the backlash of xenophobia in both North and South,” Mr. Tharoor said.

The United Nations is and must continue to be a leading force in combating intolerance worldwide, he said. The organization has overseen the painstaking creation and monitoring of binding international agreements and conventions establishing the principles of non-discrimination and equality without distinction to race, ethnic group, culture and religion.

He quoted Secretary-General Kofi Annan as having said earlier this month: “The United Nations, for its part, must reject all forms of racism and discrimination. Only in so doing, clearly and consistently, will it be true to its Charter and to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, and to people of all creeds and colours striving for their dignity.”

In addition, Mr. Tharoor said, everyone has the responsibility to recognize and systematically fight “these insidious and corrosive forces” and prevent their spread.

Although the UN did not intend to give the impression that the problems could be treated purely from a psychological point of view, he said, a panel of psychoanalysts had been invited to the briefing to share from that perspective because of their particular art of knowing, healing and integrating.

Representing different backgrounds, the panellists were Dr. Afaf Mahfouz, Egyptian-born chair of the Committee on the United Nations of the International Psychological Association, Dr. Salman Akhtar, Indian-born Muslim professor at the Jefferson Medical College in Philadelphia, Pa., and lecturer on psychiatry at Harvard Medical School, Dr. Ira Brenner, a Jewish-American psychoanalyst and author, and Dr. Forrest Hamer, an African-American psychologist and poet, at the University of California at Berkeley.

* * *
China

22 January – As millions of Chinese around the world rang in the Lunar New Year today, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan said China had a vital role to play in global efforts for peace and development.

Looking back at 2003, the Secretary-General said the Year of the Goat for the United Nations was not an easy one. “But we are looking ahead with hope to the Year of the Monkey. We know it will bring new challenges, but we are determined to meet them creatively,” he said in a videotaped greeting.

Mr. Annan, who will address the World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland, tomorrow, pledged to encourage global leaders in the year ahead to come together in the cause of peace, development and human rights. “In all such efforts, China plays a vital role. And China can take pride in its successes, in reducing poverty and opening up new opportunities for its people,” he said.

“Of course, you still face many challenges, but if you keep moving on the path of reform, development, democratization and human rights, I am sure you will meet them,” he added. “And if all countries walk together down that path, our world will be a safer and more peaceful place.”

* * *

WHO

22 January – A strategy for dealing with major risk factors responsible for the growing worldwide burden of noncommunicable diseases (NCDs) such as cancer and obesity will be on the agenda of the United Nations health agency’s annual meeting later this year.

The World Health Organization’s (WHO) Executive Board has accepted the agency’s Global Strategy on Diet, Physical Activity and Health to be considered for adoption by the 2004 World Health Assembly, which meets in May.

The Strategy, which explains the global burden of NCDs and how healthier diet, nutrition and physical activity choices can help to prevent and control them, specifies roles for WHO, member States, UN agencies, the private sector and civil society in helping to reduce the occurrence of NCDs.

WHO member States requested the strategy at their 2002 meeting to address two of the major risk factors responsible for NCDs, which also include cardiovascular disease and Type-2 diabetes. Such illnesses now account for some 60 per cent of global deaths and almost half of the global burden of disease.

The strategy document was developed through a wide-ranging series of consultations, including formal meetings attended by representatives of more than 80 countries, other UN agencies, civil society and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and the private sector.

The Executive Board, which is meeting in Geneva this week, agreed to allow member States until 29 February to make further comments on the draft document. The WHO secretariat will then prepare a final draft for the full membership to consider at the Assembly, which sets the agency’s policy direction.

Board members today agreed on the wording of the draft resolution that will accompany the strategy document, following requests by some delegates for amendments.

“The strategy requested by our member States gives them a strong instrument to do something about this growing public health problem,” said Dr. Catherine Le Galès-Camus, WHO Assistant-Director General for Noncommunicable Diseases and Mental Health.

While warning that “changing diet and physical activity patterns will not be easy,” she said the strategy “could lead to one of the largest positive shifts in population health ever undertaken and should put populations on pathways to lifelong and sustained improvements in their health.”

* * *

Unemployment

22 January – Global unemployment rose in 2003 to a record of over 185 million, or just over 6 per cent of the labour force, but the worldwide economic recovery in the second half of the year may have helped to improve the situation, the United Nations International Labour Organization (ILO) says in its annual jobs report, released today.

“It’s too early to say the worst is over,” said ILO Director-General Juan Somavia. “However, if current estimates of global growth and domestic demand hold steady or improve over the coming year, the global employment picture may brighten somewhat in 2004.”

Despite the pickup in economic growth after a two-year slump, the 2003 figures remained at record levels for men and women and escalated more sharply among young people, aged 15-24, the report says.

“Our greatest concern is that if the recovery falters and our hopes for more and better jobs are further delayed, many countries will fail to cut poverty by half as targeted by the Millennium Development Goals for 2015,” Mr. Somavia adds. “But we can reverse this trend and reduce poverty if policy-makers stop treating employment as an afterthought and place decent work at the heart of macroeconomic and social policies.”

The ILO report says unemployment and underemployment during the first half of 2003 rose because of the slow pace of the upturn in the industrialized world’s economies and the negative impact of Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) on employment in Asia. A drop in tourism and travel employment also resulted from armed conflicts.

The number of people who were unemployed and looking for work in 2003 reached 185.9 million, or about 6.2 per cent of the total labour force – the highest unemployment figure the ILO has ever recorded. This was, however, only a marginal increase over the 2002, when 185.4 million were jobless.

Some 108.1 million of the unemployed were men, up 600,000 from 2002. Among women, there was a slight decline to 77.8 million in 2003 from 77.9 million in 2002. Hardest hit were some 88.2 million young people with a crushing unemployment rate of 14.4 per cent, the report says.

In the poorer countries, the “informal economy” of people without fixed jobs or steady self-employment has grown and the “working poor,” defined as those living on $1 a day or less, has remained at an estimated 550 million, according to the report.

* * *

Cambodia

22 January – The United Nations labour agency today expressed “shock and sadness” at the death of a Cambodian union leader, calling the killing by unidentified assailants an “irreplaceable loss.”

A letter from the International Labour Organization (ILO) to the union headed by Chea Vichea noted that the agency had worked closely with him “to promote decent work for Cambodian women and men and together with social partners in the country to create the basis for a competitive economy based on fundamental rights of working people.”

The letter lauded Mr. Vichea, President of the Free Trade Union of Workers, for making “a major contribution to national recovery and development,” adding: “His legacy is one of which your union can be proud…His demise is an irreplaceable loss for Cambodia and for her people and workers.”

ILO said Mr. Vichea played a crucial role in the improvement of working conditions, particularly in the garment industry. As a member of the agency’s projects advisory committees he was a key player and a vibrant supporter of ILO values of social justice.

The letter expressed its condolences to Mr Vichea’s family as well as all workers in Cambodia and to leaders of the country’s trade union movement and other social partners.

The ILO said it would contact Cambodia’s authorities to “request information concerning the investigation that we trust will be launched to identify the murderers and bring them to justice.”

The ILO has been monitoring working conditions in Cambodian garment factories that produce apparel for sale in North America, Europe and other developed countries. A series of reports has found progress in implementing suggestions made by ILO experts under a technical cooperation project established following an agreement by the Governments of Cambodia and the United States.

* * *

Georgia

22 January – The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and the Open Society Institute (OSI) today announced the creation of a new fund with $2 million in seed money to support key legal and administrative reforms in Georgia.

“This fund will help Georgia harness the enormous political enthusiasm there now and, using appropriate expertise and effective programmes, transform that energy into sound and lasting reforms,” UNDP Administrator Mark Malloch Brown told a news conference at the World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland.

“We welcome this new fund and the support from UNDP and OSI, which should help sustain Georgia in this critical period of structural reforms,” said President-elect Mikhail Saakashvili, who was elected earlier this month following the resignation of President Eduard Shevardnadze in November.

The Capacity Building Fund for Georgia created by UNDP and OSI will finance the design of a thorough reform package, focusing on public administration. It will also support the fight against corruption. The fund will allow the Government to call on the services of local, international and expatriate experts who can assist in the planning and implementation of key reforms.

“Georgia seeks to build an open society - and for that, its civil servants need the skills to implement reforms and respond to public demands,” OSI founder and philanthropist George Soros told the news conference.

Working in collaboration, OSI and UNDP have been supporting similar programmes in Serbia and Montenegro. As in the case of South-East Europe, the new Georgian fund will also seek to tap the expertise of the diaspora by giving incentives to those who choose to return home to work in public service.

The fund is open to contributions from other donors and efforts are currently underway to bolster international support for Georgia’s ambitious reform programme.

* * *

ECOSOC

22 January – Finland’s Permanent Representative to the United Nations, Ambassador Marjatta Rasi, has been elected president of the UN’s Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC), becoming the first woman ever to head the 54-member development coordinating body.

She succeeds Ambassador Gert Rosenthal, the Permanent Representative of Guatemala.

Ms. Rasi has been Finland’s Ambassador to the UN since 1998. She was deputy permanent representative from 1987 to 1991, during which time she chaired the Security Council’s Iraq sanctions committee.

Outlining the Council’s work for 2004 on Wednesday, Ms. Rasi said strengthening and enhancing UN follow-up to conferences in the economic and social sectors was crucial.

ECOSOC coordinates the development work of the 14 UN specialized agencies, 10 functional commissions and 5 regional commissions. It receives reports from 11 UN funds and programmes and issues policy recommendations to the UN system and to member States.

From time to time, ECOSOC has been given additional related tasks, including supervising and promoting the UN Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) designed to halve extreme poverty by 2015.

Elected as vice-presidents of the Council for 2004 were Daw Penjo of Bhutan, Jagdish Koonjul of Mauritius, Yashar Aliyev of Azerbaijan and Stafford O’Neil of Jamaica.

* * *

Africa Cup

22 January – The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and its partners have joined forces with organizers of the African Cup of Nations football tournament to use the upcoming games in Tunisia to promote a campaign against poverty and the spread of HIV/AIDS.

Billboards in the five stadiums hosting the matches, which begin Saturday and will run through 14 February, along with jerseys worn by the 170 ball boys, are part of the effort to raise awareness of “Africa 2015,” a UNDP initiative to help achieve the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs).

The Goals, which include halving extreme poverty and hunger, bringing educational parity among boys and girls and improving the lives of 100 million slum-dwellers, were adopted in 2000 by world leaders at a UN summit.

The African Football Confederation, the African Cup Organizing Committee and top Tunisian officials have pledged to use their influence for “Africa 2015,” which constitutes a pan-African movement relying on famous artists, singers and musicians from all over the continent, as well as sports champions, filmmakers, writers, journalists, various religious authorities and numerous municipal officials.

“Achieving the Millennium Development Goals is nowhere more imperative or urgent that in Africa,” said UNDP Associate Administrator Zéphirin Diabré. “But it is not the responsibility of governments alone – everyone can and must contribute.”

Congratulating the African Football Confederation, the Organizing Committee, national football federations and African players who have decided to make the commitment, he voiced hope that “many others will join the Africa 2015 team.”

* *** *

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

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

Good afternoon.

**SG Travels
The Secretary-General, as you know, is on the road in Europe.  He travelled this afternoon, from Baden Baden, Germany, to Davos in Switzerland, where tomorrow morning he will address the World Economic Forum, which is taking place there.  We have embargoed copies of that address, which deals with globalization, the Global Compact and the Millennium Development Goals, available upstairs.

This evening in Davos, the Secretary-General expects to hold meetings with the President-elect of Georgia, Mikheil Saakashvili, and with NATO Secretary-General Jaap de Hoop Scheffer.

And as I told you yesterday, the Secretary-General last night received the German Media Prize, and was introduced by the 1999 winner of that prize, former US President Bill Clinton, who said the Secretary-General had transformed the UN by widening its circle of friends, becoming beloved by ordinary citizens for his self-evident decency.  Clinton added, “I follow him with pride.”  We put out copies of the SG’s speech upstairs to you yesterday.

**Côte d’Ivoire
Turning to Côte d’Ivoire, 35 people have been killed and hundreds displaced since inter-communal violence in Côte d’Ivoire’s western regions worsened late last month, according to the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs.

Carolyn McAskie, the Deputy Emergency Relief Coordinator for the United Nations, appealed to the Government to do more to stop the violence.  She also called on all parties to actively bring an end to violence directed against civilians.

**DRC - Swing Delivers Strong Message to UPC Militia
On the Democratic Republic of the Congo, the UN Mission in the Democratic Republic of Congo has issued a strong warning to the Union of Congolese Patriots militia know as the UPC militia, after three recent incidents in Ituri in which peacekeepers came under fire.

In a press release issued today, the UN notes that these attacks appear to have been carried out under the orders of UPC Commander Bosco Ntaganda who has been accused of committing grave human rights violations against the civilian population.  UN representative in the country William Swing has demanded of the UPC leadership that violence against civilians must cease and warned that UN troops will continue to retaliate strongly to any further attacks by militia groups.  We have a press release available upstairs on that.

**Burundi
On Burundi, the Special Representative of the Secretary-General in that country Berhanu Dinka, has congratulated the Burundian President, as well as the FNL rebel group regarding the positive results from their first meeting which took place in the Netherlands from 18 to 21 January 2004.  Mr. Dinka encourages both parties to immediately pursue discussions in order to conclude a global ceasefire in Burundi and to put an end to the suffering of the Burundian people.

**Western Sahara Report
Out on the racks is the Secretary-General’s latest report on Western Sahara, in which he recommends that the Security Council extend the mandate of that mission, known as MINURSO, until the end of April 2004, to allow time for his Special Envoy James Baker to consult further with Morocco on its final response to the peace plan submitted to the parties in January of last year.  The Secretary-General expresses the hope that Mr. Baker will receive Morocco’s final reply before the end of April.

**Afghanistan
Turning to Afghanistan:  More than half a million Afghans have now registered to vote -– including just under 395,000 men and more than 112,000 women.  The highest number of registrations thus far has taken place in central Afghanistan, according to the UN Mission in that country.

The Mission says once elections take place, there will be procedures to prevent people from voting more than once, including marking fingers with indelible ink.  The Mission says it will be preparing educational material to address the issue.

Today’s briefing notes from Kabul also note the start tomorrow of a visit to Iran by a team from the UN refugee agency, to explain to Afghan refugees in that country what conditions are really like in central Afghanistan.

**UN/Compensation
In Geneva, the United Nations Compensation Commission has made available today more than $184 million to a number of claimants concerned with claims relating to Iraq's invasion of Kuwait in 1991.  The Commission has so far up to now disbursed more than $17.5 billion in claims.

**UNRWA
The Commissioner-General of the UN Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East, Peter Hansen, today in a statement condemned the latest Israeli demolitions that took place in Gaza this week, calling it “a hugely disproportionate response by an occupation army”.  Hansen said such demolitions are “a policy that creates only hardship and bitterness, and in the end can only undermine hope for future reconciliation and peace”.  And we have his full statement available upstairs.

**Security Council
And as you’ve noticed, there were no scheduled meetings or consultations of the Security Council today.

UNICEF/Tamil Tigers/Kids

From UNICEF.  The agency expressed concern about the continued use of children as soldiers by the Tamil Tigers in Sri Lanka.

According to a new report, 709 children were recruited by the Tamil Tigers last year, while only 202 were released.  From reports submitted by families, UNICEF says its knows of at least 1,301 children still working for the Tamil Tigers.

**Human Rights - Haiti
In Geneva, two experts of the Commission on Human Rights have expressed strong concern about the situation of human rights in Haiti, especially since the start of violent confrontations involving militias supporting and opposing the Government, as well as with the police.

The Special Rapporteur on freedom of opinion and expression, Ambeyi Ligabo, and the Special Rapporteur on extrajudicial, summary or arbitrary executions, Asma Jahangir, deplore the violence in which two people were killed and dozens more injured.

The Special Rapporteurs have launched an appeal to the Haitian authorities, in cooperation with the opposition political parties, to demand that the violence stop.

**UNHCR/European Union
A few more items here for you.  The UN High Commissioner for Refugees, Ruud Lubbers, today warned European interior ministers that the forthcoming enlargement of the European Union may overwhelm asylum systems in some member States.  Addressing the Justice and Home Affairs Council in Dublin, Lubbers presented a detailed set of ideas to enhance the EU’s ability to act collectively to solve this and other practical difficulties.

**UNICEF/Chad
In response to the rapidly deteriorating situation of Sudanese refugees in Chad, UNICEF is now moving ahead on a series of activities, including a measles campaign for nearly 86,000 children.  UNICEF will be issuing an emergency funding appeal on Chad at the beginning of next week.

**Georgia
And earlier today, the UN Development Programme administrator Mark Malloch Brown and George Soros, the founder of the Open Society Institute, announced the creation of a new fund to support governance reforms in Georgia.  And that announcement was made in Davos.  And we have a press release from UNDP available upstairs.

**ECOSOC President
And also for your information.  The Economic and Social Council yesterday elected Ambassador Rasi of Finland as its President for 2004.  She’s the first woman to hold the post of President of ECOSOC.  And we have more available upstairs on her.

**UNDP/Africa Soccer
And to finish this briefing on a sporting note, the UN Development Programme, in partnership with soccer stars and officials, will be using the upcoming Africa Cup of Nations tournament to promote a campaign against poverty and the spread of HIV/AIDS.  The campaign entitled “Africa 2015”, aims to mobilize popular participation in the global drive to achieve the Millennium Development Goals.

That’s it from me.  Anything from you?  Safora?

Questions and Answers

Question:  There are reports in the media today that Japan would like to reduce its payments beginning 2006.  Do you have any reaction and what that would mean for the Organization?

Associate Spokesman:  No.  I haven’t seen exact numbers and I don’t think we have been officially directly contacted.

Question:  Well, what do Members have to do if they want to lower their contributions?

Associate Spokesman:  Well, I don’t know if that specifically addresses contributions outside of the regular assessment.  The assessments are negotiated in the General Assembly.  I have only seen press reports that they may just deal with contributions outside of the assessments.  So, that would be up to them.  Richard?  [The Spokesman later added that Japan was a major contributor to the United Nations and it was hoped its sustained engagement would continue.]

Question:  I know you were going to expect this.  I wondered if there was any update on the planned technical trip to Baghdad by the security team?  Any timing of when they are leaving and then the political trip?

Associate Spokesman:  No to both.  The Secretary-General and his staff are continuing their discussions and contacts well aware of the time frame.  And as he said recently, he will not be dragging this out.  But we will keep you informed.  Bill?

Question:  What is the status of the Secretary-General’s submission to the International Court of Justice relating to the Israeli building of walls and fences and related, of course, the opinion they will eventually render?

Associate Spokesman:   I’d have to get some guidance for you, but I’ll get back to you as soon as I can.  Pat?  [The Spokesman later added that, at the request of the International Court Justice, the Secretary-General had submitted a written dossier.]

Question:  I am sorry I came in right in the middle of your talking about the Tamil Tigers using child soldiers.  Did you say there’s a press release on that?

Associate Spokesman:  Yes, from UNICEF.

Question:  In reference to the ongoing violence that you referred to, why does the Secretary-General refuse to name a special representative?

Associate Spokesman:  I’d have to get back to you on that.  I am not sure that he refused to name one.  But I will get some guidance for you.

Question:  (Inaudible)... it took almost a year now?

Associate Spokesman:  Okay, I’ll get you some answers on that.  Nick?

Question:  On the Japan issue.  Is there the impression from other countries that their assessments should be reduced because of a difficult global economy?  Is this something that the UN sees every now and again where a clutch of countries will sort of start saying that they don’t have the money to pay and they want to lower their assessments?

Associate Spokesman:  Well, I think this thing comes and goes.  We have always been concerned about contributions, the lowering of contributions to overseas development assistance, whether through the UN or not.  But, as I said, the assessments themselves are things that are negotiated, often with great difficulty, within Member States in the General Assembly.  But it does come periodically.

Question:  Just a follow-up.  Can you comment on the possibility that Japan may be doing this as a pressure tactic to get a permanent seat on the Security Council?

Associate Spokesman:  I would encourage you to address that to the Japanese mission.

Thank you.

* *** *
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