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Combating Climate Change: Economic Opportunity or Economic Suicide? 
By Klaus Toepfer, Executive Director of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), on the 10th Anniversary of the Coming into Force of the Climate Change Convention (21 March 2004) 
When teams from the United States and Britain invented the first computers, they cost many hundreds of thousands of dollars and were thought luxuries with little mass-market appeal. Indeed there was a time when it was thought that a modern industrialized country might, at a pinch, need only one or two computers. 
Today, such a short-term, blinkered view seems amusing. Millions of people across the globe are now employed in the computer and related industries. The Internet revolution, based on the computer and computerised telecommunications, is creating a new, electronic-based, industrial and commercial age. 
We are now on the verge on another, separate but related industrial leap forward where the inefficient use of fossil fuels such as coal and oil is being reduced, and where, like the typewriter and the punch card machine of yesteryear, new competition is starting to make its mark. 
Modern conventional power stations are almost twice as efficient as those a few decades ago. 
Alternative energies, in the form of solar and wind power, are coming of age and the costs per unit of electricity continue to tumble. 
Fuel cells, powered by methane, ethanol or hydrogen, are out of the laboratory. Most car-makers including Toyota and Daimler Chrysler have at least one demonstration vehicle being road tested. 
General Motors, for example, reckons it will have a commercial vehicle available by 2010. California’s new governor has pledged to have hydrogen fuelling stations along major highways by a similar date. 
That such developments are happening is in no small measure due to United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change whose entry into force this month we celebrate and the Kyoto Protocol, the international treaty spawned by the Convention designed to achieve cut backs in emissions of the gases that cause global warming. 
The Protocol’s creation, in Japan in 1997, followed compelling evidence from the 2,000 or so scientists of the Inter-Governmental Panel on Climate Change that the unbridled use of fossil fuels will trigger catastrophic, global effects including extreme, floods, droughts, sea level rise and the spread of disease. 
Few dispute these findings. What is slowing action are those whose abacuses and calculating machines are whirring trying to balance the Euros, Dollars, Rubles and Yen. 
Russia, whose ratification would bring Kyoto into force, has some who are convinced that the costs of compliance outweigh the economic advantages. 
Other voices, expressing similar concerns, continue to be voiced in the United States. New ones are exercising their vocal chords in Europe. 
I would ask those who view the Kyoto Protocol as a strait-jacket, as a constraint to economic growth, to think again and look beyond the simple sums and narrow calculations. 
Firstly, the targets for the first phase of greenhouse reductions, just over five per cent between 2008 and 2012, are modest to say the least. 
Secondly, the Protocol was designed to be flexible. There are numerous actions that governments and industry can take, both at home and abroad, to cut back and offset emissions, including carbon trading. 
Indeed, the European Commission estimates that its Europe-wide trading scheme will reduce the costs of compliance by 35 per cent, or Euros 1.3 billion by 2010. 
Provisions, such as the Clean Development Mechanism where industrial countries can offset their emissions by clean and green energy schemes in developing countries, will not only deliver much needed electricity to poorer parts of the world. They should increase the markets, exports and job creation prospects at home and abroad. 
The economic benefits of reducing our dependency on fossil fuels go further. Munich Re, one of the world’s biggest re-insurance companies, estimates that economic losses as a result of mainly climate-related disasters, reached some $65 billion in 2003. 
Then there are other economic impacts as a result of a continued, inefficient use of carbon-based fuels including those on human health and habitats and ecosystems, like forests and lakes. 
Estimating the precise, wider economic impacts, is no simple task. But David Pearce, a leading economics professor at University College London, has had a stab for the United Kingdom. 
Air pollution from traffic could be costing that country as much as $ 5 billion a year, mainly through ill health. 
New economic costs may be just on the horizon. In Jeju, South Korea, at the end of this month UNEP will hold its annual gathering of environment ministers. Dust storms and dead zones in the oceans will be prominently highlighted along with their links to pollution and climate change. 
Avoiding the massive threats posed by climate change and significant impacts of related air pollution requires imagination, vision and above all courage. 
There is also a moral dimension, given that those likely to suffer the most are the poorest of the poor, whose responsibility for unleashing the calamities of climate change are almost, if not totally, zero. 
Fighting climate change requires governments, business and citizens across the globe to harness the technologies in the pipeline and act to develop those still in the laboratory or the fertile, creative minds of the next generation of engineers. 
Imaginative tax systems and fiscal measures that stimulate innovation and life-style changes need to be part of the package. A fully operational Kyoto Protocol gives us the collective impetus to bring about change sooner rather than later. 
For the longer we delay, the more costly the price tag of inaction for people across the globe will be. 
So the Kyoto Protocol is not a recipe for economic disaster, quite the contrary. In the long run, it is likely to generate prosperity and financial savings rather than economic suicide. 
Sure there will be losers, as with the dawn of the computer where makers of typewriters, punch card machines and tabulators spring to mind. 
However not all went the way of the dinosaur. Some, like IBM, had the vision to restructure their old businesses and embrace the computer age. There may have been some pain, but the overall, long-term gain for those willing to change can, as ‘Big Blue” showed, be enormous. 
  

__________________________________________________________________________________________

UN News Centre

Climate change: UN marks treaty's anniversary by hailing savings of going green
21 March 2004 – Fighting climate change makes economic sense in the long run because using energy more efficiently will ultimately produce enormous financial and green benefits, the head of the United Nations' environmental agency said in a message marking the 10th anniversary today of the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change, which came into force in March 1994.

Klaus Toepfer, Executive Director of the UN Environment Programme (UNEP), noted that re-insurance agents last year estimated that the cost of climate-related disasters reached $65 billion.

“Then there are other economic impacts as a result of a continued, inefficient use of carbon-based fuels, including those on human health and habitats and ecosystems, like forests and lakes,” he said.

Mr. Toepfer called on governments, businesses and citizens to show “imagination, vision and, above all, courage” to harness new technologies that can use energy more efficiently and cause less damage to the environment.

He said the world is on the cusp on another industrial leap forward, with fossil fuels such as coal and oil going the way of the typewriter and the punch-card machine – to be replaced by modern conventional power stations and alternative sources of energy such as wind and solar power.

Mr. Toepfer used his anniversary message to urge countries to ratify the treaty's Kyoto Protocol, which aims to reduce greenhouse gas emissions to earlier levels.

Describing the reduction targets in the Protocol's first phase as “modest to say the least,” Mr. Toepfer said the losses resulting from not adhering to that pact outweigh the costs of compliance.

Echoing this view, Secretary-General Kofi Annan cited several examples of greener technologies emerging partly because of the Convention's entry into force. They included the increased use of wind farms, the introduction of so-called hybrid vehicles and added investments in hydrogen and carbon technology.

The Secretary-General said signing the Kyoto Protocol is urgent given “the increased incidence of drought, floods and extreme weather events that many regions are experiencing.”

The Protocol, which sets legally binding targets and timetables for the reduction of greenhouse gas emissions, will only enter into force after it has been ratified by at least 55 countries, including industrialized countries accounting for 55 per cent of their group's 1990 level of CO2 emissions. Although the Protocol has 121 parties, including the European Community, the vast majority are developing countries and it has not entered into force.

_________________________________________________________________________________________

ENS

Lakes, Wetlands Ecologists Share 2004 Stockholm Water Prize 
STOCKHOLM, Sweden, March 22, 2004 (ENS) - The 2004 Stockholm Water Prize has been awarded jointly to Professors Sven Erik Jorgensen of Denmark and William Mitsch of the United States for their contributions to the knowledge of how lakes and wetlands function and how to use them more sustainably and protect them better in the future. The Prize is awarded annually by the Stockholm International Water Institute to mark World Water Day. 

The Stockholm Water Prize Nominating Committee was motivated to recongize Jorgensen and Mitsch for their "pioneering development and global dissemination of ecological models of lakes and wetlands, widely applied as effective tools in sustainable water resource management." 

The scientific fields of the Laureates complement one another and they will share the US$150,000 Prize. His Majesty King Carl XVI Gustaf of Sweden will present the Prize in the Stockholm City Hall on Thursday, August 19, 2004. 
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Professor Sven Erik Jorgensen of Denmark (Photos courtesy SIWI)
Jorgensen is a professor of environmental chemistry at the Danish University of Pharmaceutical Sciences in Copenhagen, while Mitsch is a professor of natural resources and environmental science and director of the Olentangy River Wetland Research Park at The Ohio State University in Columbus. 

Their theoretical and applied work on lake and wetland ecosystems, management of lake and wetland water quality, and lake, river and wetland conservation, restoration and usage has been acknowledged and implemented in both developing and developed countries. 

Professor Jorgensen’s unique ecosystem models encompass entire lake and wetlands systems and the physical, biological and chemical interactions taking place within them. Jorgensen and his team developed modelling software for the United Nations Environment Programme to support planning and decision making for the management of lakes and wetlands in developing countries and countries in transition. 

Today, more and more freshwater bodies have become polluted by nutrients originating from agricultural, domestic and industrial sources, a situation which causes them to become eutrophic, where excessive algal growth results in severe changes of water quality and the ecology. 

The software developed by Professor Jorgensen provides an easy-to-use tool that allows for a better understanding of eutrophication processes, including its origins and effects, as well as preventive and remedial measures. 

Another UN agency, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO), has selected Professor Jorgensen’s publications on lake research and management as guideline books for lake environmental management. 
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Professor William Mitsch of the United States

Professor Mitsch was the inspiration behind the Olentangy River Wetland Research Park at Ohio State University, a world class wetland research and education facility. There, among other focus areas, research on the ecological restoration of the Mississippi-Ohio-Missouri Basin is being spearheaded. 

To help reduce coastal pollution in the northern Gulf of Mexico, the ultimate depository of the Mississippi, he has also taken the role as leader in the debates, studies and resolutions dealing with coastal wetland losses in the state of Louisiana. 

He has also shown that constructed wetlands can be engineered for use as buffering and purification systems, as has Professor Jorgensen, who for the last nine years has been responsible for a project in Tanzania to develop better knowledge of such systems. 

In practical terms, artificial wetlands can be ideal for use as an inexpensive, final stage in the domestic wastewater treatment process – an approach which could have significant meaning for the developing world. 
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Fishing on the Mississippi River (Photo courtesy U.S. EPA)
The Stockholm Water Prize was established in 1990 by the Stockholm Water Foundation and is presented annually in honour of outstanding achievements in water science, management, action or awareness building. 

Prize Laureates have come from Australia, Canada, Denmark, Germany Great Britain, India, Israel, Japan, South Africa, Switzerland, the United States and Venezuela. 

Founders of the Stockholm Water Prize are Anglian Water, Bacardi, DuPont, Fujitsu Siemens Computers, General Motors, Grundfos Management, Hewlett Packard, ITT Flygt, Kaupthing Bank Sverige, Kemira Kemwater, KPMG, Ragn-Sells, Scandinavian Airlines (SAS), Snecma, Stockholm Water Festival, Swedish Railways (SJ), Uponor Group and Water Environment Federation. 

An estimated 1.1 billion people lack access to safe drinking water, and 2.4 billion people are without basic sanitation. The UN estimates that in order to meet the Millennium Development Goal for water, 270,000 new connections will have to be made each day, and more than twice as many to meet the goal for sanitation. 

United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan has used this year's observance of World Water Day to announce the establishment of an Advisory Board on Water and Sanitation, which aims to galvanize global action on these issues as part of international efforts to eradicate poverty and achieve sustainable development. 

[image: image7.jpg]


Water, clean and pure, is a necessity of life, but one in every six people on Earth does not have access to clean drinking water. (Photo courtesy FreeFoto)
Former Prime Minister Ryutaro Hashimoto of Japan has agreed to serve as Chairman of the Board, which will also include a wide range of eminent persons, technical experts, and other individuals with proven experience in inspiring people, moving the machinery of government, and working with the media, the private sector and civil society. 

Annan has asked the Board to use the unique expertise of its members to raise awareness of water and sanitation issues, to help mobilize funds for water and sanitation projects, and to encourage new partnerships. 

At the UN's Millennium Summit in 2000, national leaders from across the globe pledged to halve, by the year 2015, the proportion of people who are unable to reach, or to afford, safe drinking water. They also pledged to stop the unsustainable exploitation of water resources by developing water management strategies that promote equitable access and adequate supplies. 

A similar goal - to halve, also by 2015, the proportion of people without access to basic sanitation – was adopted at the World Summit on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg in 2002. This target placed access to sanitation at the centre of the poverty-eradication commitments. World leaders have also agreed to develop, by 2005, integrated water resources management and water efficiency plans. 

In his message for World Water Day, Annan said that while the international response to the world water predicament contains much admirable effort, for the most part it has been inadequate, leaving an “urgent need to go beyond business as usual.” 

Board members include Mahmoud Abou Zeid, Egypt's Minister of Irrigation and Water; Michel Camdessus, Special Representative of the President of the Republic of France for Africa; Juanita Castaño, Former Vice-Minister of Foreign Affairs of Colombia; Uschi Eid, Parliamentary Secretary of the Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development of Germany; Angel Gurria, Former Minister of Finance of Mexico; Ronnie Kasrils, Minister for Water Affairs and Forestry Department of Water Affairs and Forestry of South Africa; Olivia la O' Castillo, President Philippine Pollution Prevention Roundtable; Eric Odada, Director, Department of Geology, University of Nairobi; Gérard Payen, Senior Executive-Vice-President, Suez; Judith Rees, Deputy Director, London School of Economics and Political Science; Christine Todd Whitman, Former Administrator Environmental Protection Agency of the United States; and Peter Woicke, Executive Vice President, International Finance Corporation, Washington, DC.

__________________________________________________________________________________________

ENS

UN Chief Urges Kyoto Endorsement as Climate Treaty Turns 10 
NEW YORK, New York, March 22, 2004 (ENS) - UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan Sunday called on all countries that have not yet ratified the Kyoto climate protocol to do so, in order to combat the impacts of global warming that are already being felt across the planet. Without naming them, he was referring to Russia, which has not yet made its Kyoto Protocol decision, and to the United States, which has withheld its ratification under President George W. Bush. 

"I call again on those countries that have not yet ratified the Protocol to do so, and show that they are truly committed to shouldering their global responsibilities," he said to mark the 10th anniversary of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC). 

Annan said that in those 10 years some progress has been made, although the fact that the Kyoto Protocol has not yet entered into force remains a "major hurdle to effective global action." 

UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan of Ghana called on world leaders to curb global warming. (Photo courtesy UN)
Still, the issue of climate change has been placed on local, national and international agendas, the public and the media are aware of the issue, and a growing number of businesses are including climate considerations in their strategies, Annan said. 

There are now 188 governments that are UNFCCC Parties, and institutions and processes have been put in place to enable governments "to take action, to coordinate those steps, and to measure the results," said Annan. 

The marketplace is seeing more hybrid vehicles, wind power, hydrogen fuel cells, and carbon capture technologies as businesses and scientists respond to the threat of global warming, said Annan. 

"The Convention's financial mechanism has also channelled almost $10 billion to climate change projects in poor countries, which are the most vulnerable to the impacts of the phenomenon," he said. 

Still, atmospheric concentrations of carbon dioxide are increasing, and Annan echoed the warning of many scientists over the past year that some of the effects of climate change are by now inevitable. "We may already be seeing - in the increased incidence of drought, floods and extreme weather events that many regions are experiencing - some of the devastation that lies ahead," said Annan. 

Carbon dioxide, the most abundant greenhouse gas, is building up in the atmosphere at a record pace, according to measurements taken at the top of Mauna Loa Observatory on the island of Hawaii. 

The reasons for this build up are yet to be determined, "But the big picture is that CO2 is continuing to go up," climate scientist Russell Schnell told the Associated Press. Schnell is deputy director of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration's Climate Monitoring & Diagnostics Laboratory in Boulder, Colorado, which operates the Mauna Loa Observatory. 

The gas is emitted during the combustion of fossil fuels such as coal, oil and natural gas. It forms a blanket in the atmosphere, trapping the Sun's rays that would normally be radiated back into space. 

Klaus Toepfer, executive director of the UN Environment Programme (UNEP), noted that re-insurance agents last year estimated that the cost of climate related disasters reached $65 billion. 

"Fighting climate change makes economic sense in the long run because using energy more efficiently will ultimately produce enormous financial and green benefits, " Toepfer said in his UNFCCC anniversary message. 

He said the world is on the cusp of another industrial leap forward, with fossil fuels such as coal and oil going the way of the typewriter and the punch-card machine – to be replaced by modern conventional power stations and alternative sources of energy such as wind and solar power. 

Warming of the Earth projected 150 years into the future by U.S. government scientists (Photo courtesy NOAA)
Describing the reduction targets in the UNFCCC's Kyoto Protocol's first phase as “modest to say the least,” Toepfer used his anniversary message to urge countries to ratify the protocol. The losses resulting from not adhering to that pact outweigh the costs of compliance, he said. 

“Then there are other economic impacts as a result of a continued, inefficient use of carbon based fuels," he said, "including those on human health and habitats and ecosystems, like forests and lakes." 

Friends of the Earth urged newly re-elected Russian President Vladimir Putin to celebrate the anniversary by ratifying the Kyoto Protocol, but the Russian leader has not yet made his intentions public. 

Friends of the Earth Director Tony Juniper said, “Ten years ago world leaders recognised the importance of climate change by setting up the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, which led to the Kyoto Protocol. It was a crucial first step, but sadly some countries stopped there. As a result millions of lives around the world are at risk from the damaging impacts of climate change. Those rogue states which have yet to ratify must now join this international effort. And Russian President Vladimir Putin should lead the way.” 

The protocol, which sets legally binding targets and timetables for the reduction of greenhouse gas emissions, will only enter into force after it has been ratified by at least 55 countries, including industrialized countries accounting for 55 percent of their group's 1990 level of carbon dioxide emissions. Although the protocol has 121 parties, including the European Community, the vast majority are developing countries and it has not entered into force. 

Although European Union countries and Canada are already taking steps to implement the Kyoto Protocol, it cannot enter into force without Russia's 17 percent of the required carbon dioxide emissions.

Greenwire
March 22, 2004 Monday

Climate change: Kofi Annan calls on Russia to ratify Kyoto Protocol

BODY:


Russia should ratify the Kyoto Protocol, U.N. Secretary General Kofi Annan said last week in a statement marking the 10th anniversary of the U.N. Framework Convention on Climate Change, where the global warming treaty originated.

Russia has the deciding vote in the treaty ratification. 

Stalling of the treaty to enforce international curbs in global warming was "a major hurdle to effective global action," Annan stated. "I call again on those countries that have not yet ratified the protocol to do so, and show that they are truly committed to shouldering their global responsibilities."

Russian President Vladimir Putin's top economic adviser reiterated his country's doubts about the Kyoto Protocol in January 2004, detailing how the treaty would hurt the Russian economy and questioning the legitimacy of scientific claims about climate change. Speaking to a conference in Washington, D.C., Andrei Illarionov said Russia is in no hurry to ratify Kyoto, noting that government officials are still weighing the pros and cons of reducing greenhouse gas emissions. Without Russian ratification Kyoto cannot take effect, as participating countries must account for at least 55 percent of global carbon dioxide emissions. Russia had said during last year's framework convention that it would not ratify the treaty in its current form (Greenwire, Feb. 2).

In an attempt to coax Russia and the United States, another treaty opponent, to ratify the treaty, Klaus Toepfer, the head of U.N. Environment Programme, said the treaty would prevent huge financial losses in the future. Insurer Munich Re estimated climate change cost $65 billion in damages in 2003, Toepfer said (Reuters/Yahoo!, March 22). -- HJ
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PANA

GMEF to focus on water, sanitation for billions

Nairobi, Kenya (PANA) - Delivering safe and sufficient water to over one billion people and providing better sanitation services for nearly two-and-half billion people will take centre stage at the Global Ministerial Environment Forum (GMEF) meeting scheduled 29 March in Jeju, South Korea.

In a statement issued here Friday, the UN Environmental Programme (UNEP) said dust storms and the growing number of 'dead zones' in the world's seas and oceans will also be among the issues facing

delegates attending the Forum and the Special Session of the Governing Council of the UNEP. 

The meeting will also focus on human settlements, including air pollution in so-called mega cities, the release said. 

Environmental threats to small island developing states and opportunities for delivering sustainable development to these fragile and vulnerable nations will be on the three-day agenda.

Klaus Toepfer, UNEP's executive director, said it was right and appropriate that Asia was hosting its first GMEF. With Asia's economic growth now a major factor in the global economy, it is important that resources and responsibility also shift to address the environmental legacy that is being created, he added. 

"The historical pattern of development in the economies of Europe, North America and Japan was to industrialise first and clean up later. Such outdated thinking is not possible in a world of six billion people and counting. We need to marry strong economic growth with conservation of the air, land and water supplies upon which we all depend," Toepfer observed.

He added: "In other words, we need environment for development. For without a healthy and stable environment, long term economic growth will falter and our goals of eradicating poverty will fail."  

He emphasised that "Water and sanitation are among the key issues on our agenda in Jeju, taking forward the Millennium Development Goals and World Summit on Sustainable Development's Plan of Implementation.

"Ministers will discuss concrete examples of where countries and communities are rising to the challenge of reducing by half those without access to these vital services, with a view to replicating them across the globe."

"Human settlements, with all their complex relationships to people and the natural world, are also high on our agenda. So I am delighted that we will be joined by Mrs Anna Tibaijuka, executive director of UN-HABITAT, which, like UNEP, is headquartered in Nairobi, Kenya," Toepfer noted.

Kwak Kyul-Ho, South Korea's Environment Minister, remarked: "This meeting represents the growing understanding, cooperation and partnerships being developed in this region as a result of unprecedented economic dynamism and the associated environmental challenges."

Among several other events being held during the GMEF, which will be attended by close to 100 ministers and delegations from over 120 countries, will be one on the dust and sand storms that are a significant health, economic and environmental threat in the region and beyond. 

The GMEF will be preceded by the fifth Global Civil Society Forum, at which 200 representatives from the non-governmental sector will examine the same agenda issues and inform the ministerial meeting of their views.

__________________________________________________________________________________________

IPS

ENVIRONMENT:
Mexico to Host 4th World Water Forum 

Diego Cevallos 


MEXICO CITY, Mar 22 (IPS) - Millions of dollars have been invested since the 1970s in conferences and projects for ensuring universal access to clean water, but 1.2 billion people still do not have access to this vital liquid -- and their numbers could reach four billion in 2025. To confront this ongoing problem, another global forum is to take place in Mexico in 2006. 

It is essential to engage in a ”new coordinated effort to provide water for the world,” Mexico's President Vicente Fox said Monday, World Water Day, announcing that his country would host the 4th World Water Forum in March 2006. 

According to the non-governmental World Water Council, the organiser of the Forums, both the lack of clean water and the lack of sewerage services -- which affects 2.4 billion people worldwide -- contribute to the spread of diseases that each year kill more than five million people, two million who are under five years old. 

Unless action is taken now, these figures could increase six-fold in the near future, warns the World Water Council, founded in 1996 and based in Marseilles, France. 

The United Nations ”World Water Development Report” states that if government leaders, the private sector and international organisations do not fight the growing global water crisis, the inhabitants of many development countries will experience severe water shortages. 

The theme of the 4th World Water Forum in Mexico will be ”local action for the global challenge” and its purpose is to share experiences involving water distribution projects and ensuring future supplies. In the process leading up to the meeting, regional conferences will be scheduled. 

”They should hold as many conferences as necessary to ensure that current and future generations have safe water, but they must also move beyond rhetoric, unkept promises, and useless expenditures that have marked many previous meetings about this natural resource,” Homero Zapata, an environmental researcher at the Autonomous National University of Mexico (UNAM), told IPS. 

Participating in the previous forums, in Morocco in 1997, the Netherlands in 2000 and Japan in 2003, were a combined total of 30,000 people, including representatives of governments, international institutions, non-governmental organisations and environmental activists. Another 10,000 people are expected for the 2006 meet. 

”All of these conferences indicate that there is growing awareness about the water problem and it is important that this continues to multiply, because that is the way to adopt concrete measures and achieve objectives,” César Herrera, assistant director of planning for the Mexican government's National Water Commission. 

The problems of water distribution and supply around the world have been confronted in a formal way since 1972, when the U.N. Conference on the Human Environment was held in Stockholm. 

The issue has been included on the agendas of innumerable regional and global meetings since, with the most important being the forums organised by the World Water Council. 

But the situation remains difficult, and is likely to remain so for years to come. In the best of cases, by the mid-21st century there will be two billion people in the world facing water shortages, but other scenarios suggest that the total could be seven billion, according to U.N. studies. 

The World Water Council says that by 2025 water scarcity could affect four billion people. 

The next World Water Forum will be the first to be hosted in the Americas. The organisers say the region is an example of the fact that water problems can occur even in spite of its availability. 

Representing just 15 percent of the world's land mass and 8.4 percent of the global population, Latin America and the Caribbean receive 29 percent of the Earth's rainfall and hold a third of all renewable water resources. 

Nevertheless, water distribution is irregular. Freshwater supplies are relatively adequate in the regions of the Gulf of Mexico, southern Brazil and the Paraná River, and the Río de la Plata of Argentina and Uruguay. But in parts of the Caribbean, Mesoamerica, the Andes and northern Brazil, there are severe water shortages. 

With the exception of a handful of countries, in Latin America and the Caribbean, water historically was not an important factor in limiting social development, but the situation began to change in the past 30 years, and now water scarcity has become a major obstacle, according to the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP). 

>From 1970 to the beginning of this century, extraction and consumption of water doubled in the region. Demand is higher than the national average and continues to rise at a quick pace. 

Today, 77 million people in Latin America and the Caribbean do not have access to potable water: 51 million live in rural areas and 26 million in cities. 

Furthermore, 256 million use latrines or septic tank systems, and 100 million more do not have access to any type of sewerage system. 

Water has been a motive for diplomatic tensions between the United States and Canada, the United States and Mexico, amongst the Central American countries, and between Brazil, Paraguay and Uruguay. 

According to UNEP, another decade of growing demand, poor distribution and contamination of water resources in Latin America and the Caribbean will result in a critical situation. 

But the panorama is worse in other parts of the world. Just 60 percent of the 680 million inhabitants of southern Africa have access to clean water, and in nine African countries the per capita daily consumption of water is less than 10 litres. 

”It is clear that there is a need for a coordinated effort to supply water to the world, but the solutions should be found at the local level,” said Fox. __________________________________________________________________________________________
NY TIMES

Climate Debate Gets Its Icon: Mt. Kilimanjaro

March 23, 2004

By ANDREW C. REVKIN

Kilimanjaro, the storied mountain that rises nearly four miles above the shimmering plains of Tanzania, is beginning to resemble the spotted owl - at least in the way it has become a two-sided icon in an environmental debate.

The owl first entered the spotlight 15 years ago, in fierce debate over clear-cutting of ancient Pacific forests.

Millions of acres were placed off-limits to logging when the bird was listed as threatened under the federal

endangered-species law. Soon afterward, effigies of it began showing up on the grilles of logging trucks.

Kilimanjaro's majestic glacial cap of 11,000-year-old ice has long captured imaginations the world over, so it was not surprising that environmentalists focused their attention on it when scientists reported in 2001 that

glaciers around the world were retreating, partly as a result of global warming caused by emissions of

heat-trapping "greenhouse" gases from smokestacks and tailpipes.

Campaigners from Greenpeace, the environmental group, scaled the mountain in November 2002 and held a news conference via satellite with reporters at climate-treaty talks in Morocco. Last October, Senator John McCain, the Arizona Republican who is co-author of a bill to curb greenhouse gases, displayed before-and-after photographs of Kilimanjaro during a Senate debate. A British scientist proposed hanging white fabric over the glacier's ragged 10-story-tall edges to block sunlight and stem the erosion.

But now the pendulum has swung. This month, the mountain was taken up as a symbol of eco-alarmism by a cluster of scientists and anti-regulation groups. "Snow Fooling!: Mount Kilimanjaro's glacier retreat is not related to global warming," read a newsletter distributed on March 9 by the Greening Earth Society, a private group financed by industries dealing in fossil fuels, the dominant source of the heat-trapping gases. "Media and scientists blame human activity, but a 120-year-old natural climate shift is the cause."

The group cited a paper in the current International Journal of Climatology asserting that Kilimanjaro's ice was

shrinking because East Africa's climate is drying, a process that began more than a century ago, long before

humans could have been an influence.

The authors wrote that the dry weather both limited the snows that help sustain tropical glaciers and, by reducing cloud cover, allowed more solar energy to bathe the glacier. In dry, cold conditions, the ice vaporized without melting first, a process called sublimation. There was no evidence that rising temperatures had caused the melting, the researchers said.

So what do these researchers and the ones who first warned of glacial retreat have to say about the clashing public portrayals of their work on Africa's highest peak?

Almost unanimously, they agreed in interviews that the two depictions were wrong, turning what is still a complicated scientific puzzle into a simplistic caricature.

The authors of the new paper said their goal was to challenge what had become orthodoxy about the mountain - that rising temperatures were eating away at the ice – and to present an argument for a different mechanism. But their paper was hardly conclusive, they said. It was mainly a call for more study.

"We are entirely against the black-and-white picture that says it is either global warming or not global warming," said Prof. Georg Kaser, the paper's lead author and a glaciologist at the Institute for Geography of the University of Innsbruck, in Austria. "As a scientist I'm happy it's more complex, because otherwise it's boring."

Other authors of the new study said they were particularly dismayed that the industry-supported group had portrayed their paper as a definitive refutation of the idea that melting from warming was involved.

"We have a mere 2.5 years of actual field measurements from Kilimanjaro glaciers, unlike many other regions, so our understanding of their relationship with climate and the volcano is just beginning to develop," Dr. Douglas R. Hardy, a geologist at the University of Massachusetts and an author of the paper, wrote by e-mail. "Using these preliminary findings to refute or even question global warming borders on the absurd."

In short, Kilimanjaro may be a photogenic spokesmountain - no matter what the climatic agenda - but it is far from ideal as a laboratory for detecting human-driven warming. The debate over it obscures the nearly universal agreement among glacier and climate experts that glaciers are retreating all over the world, probably as a result of the greenhouse-gas buildup.

"These climate skeptics are making generalizations not only to the rest of the tropics but the rest of the world," Dr. Hardy said. "And, in fact, global warming may be part of the whole picture on Kilimanjaro, too."

Most experts in the Kilimanjaro debate accept three things:  for more than a century, its ice has been in a retreat that is almost assuredly unstoppable and was not caused by humans; so far, there is scant data on conditions there;

and the main scientific question now is how, and how much, climate shifts driven by heat-trapping emissions are accelerating that trend.

Dr. Lonnie G. Thompson, the Ohio State University glaciologist whose work first focused attention on

Kilimanjaro's fading ice, said he saw ample evidence that melting was eating away at what remained.

His specialty is extracting cylinders of layered, ancient ice from tropical glaciers, and when his team drilled into one of the mountain's ice fields in 2000, water flooded out of the hole. In the resulting cores, shallow layers contained elongated bubbles - strong evidence of melting and refreezing - while deeper layers had none.

More jarring was the violent collapse of a 10-story-tall clifflike face of one of Kilimanjaro's ice fields in

January 2003, witnessed and photographed by trekkers. The collapse sent a huge cascade of ice and water gushing across the flanks of the ancient crater.

"This all suggests that what we are seeing at least in the last 20 years or so is different," Dr. Thompson said. He believes the mountain may be close to a threshold at which melting will become the dominant force eroding the ice.  "The balance of evidence says something bigger is going on in the system," he said.

Dr. Thompson said that while the new paper selectively described evidence that drying of African air was the

culprit, it did not test that hypothesis.

Perhaps the long-term drop in humidity is to blame, he went on. "But show me. Give me something I can see. Otherwise you raise important issues that need to be studied, and we need data on, but how do you know whether you're right?"

Several independent glacier experts who have followed the Kilimanjaro research said the new paper and Dr. Thompson's earlier assertions about melting were probably both right to some extent.

But some experts see signs that something different has been happening in the region in recent decades. A bit to the north, for example, on the flanks of Mount Kenya, other scientists have been able to measure shifts in patterns of ice loss that show solar radiation - the long-term influence on the ice - is no longer dominating.

Unlike Kilimanjaro, whose ice is mostly oriented toward the sun, Mount Kenya has ice in shadow and sunlight. From 1899 to 1962, those ice fields more exposed to direct solar radiation "wasted drastically" while those in narrow, shaded grooves changed very little, said Dr. Stefan L. Hastenrath, a professor emeritus at the University of Wisconsin, who is a longstanding expert on African glaciology.

This implied that changes in cloudiness and sunlight were the dominant force determining the fate of ice. "But since the 1960's the mountain has seen more even loss of ice in shaded and sun-exposed ice," he said.

The editor of the Greening Earth newsletter, Dr. Patrick J. Michaels, a University of Virginia climatologist, said he did not doubt that humans were altering climate. He just feels, he says, there is no sign that humans are pushing matters beyond the natural variability that already exists - and already must be adapted to.

"I've written a bunch of papers saying human beings are warming the planetary surface temperature," he said. "It wouldn't surprise me that you'd see midlatitude glacier recession. The question is, Why is this alarming? Aside from the initial shock value of the notion that human beings can change the climate, why is this such a story?"

But Dr. Thompson sharply criticized the newsletter's interpretation of the Kilimanjaro research. "These people

get paid to muddy the waters," he said. "At least we're going out and trying to get the data, which is hard work.

If you're going to sit in your office and send out your e-mails with no basis, I'm sorry, but that just doesn't

carry the day."

http://www.nytimes.com/2004/03/23/science/earth/23CLIM.html?ex=1081007905&ei=1&en=e877837377beec8c
__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

The Miami Herald

Caribbean Nations Discuss Dying Reefs, Fisheries at Miami Summit

By Curtis Morgan

Source: The Miami Herald Date: March 22, 2004

Mar. 22--From the Bahamas to Venezuela, countries across the Caribbean region struggle with diseased and dying reefs, declining fish stocks and rising pollution.

This week, representatives from 31 nations are meeting in Miami to discuss how they can continue to grow economically without further trashing fragile marine and coastal environments.

The U.S. State Department, which sponsored the meeting, touted it as an effort to "foster better cooperation" and "enhance environmental stewardships." What that means is the four-day meeting won't produce sweeping regional policies but everybody has agreed to talk about ways to solve to common problems, a significant step in itself.

Paula Dobriansky, undersecretary of global affairs for the State Department, said the stress is on building partnerships in keeping with the Bush administration's emphasis on private and market-based solutions.

The idea is to have countries work with travel, tourism and other industries, environmental and international organizations, universities and U.S. agencies also at the conference to develop programs that benefit both

the environment and economy.

One big problem is that many people simply don't understand the land-sea connection, said Veerle Vandeweerd, a director of the United Nations Environmental Program. Some 80 percent of marine pollution can be traced directly to land use, she said, such as the vast "dead zone" in the Gulf of Mexico, largely the result of polluted runoff flowing from the Mississippi River.

"Although it sounds logical, it's really a new approach," she said. "People don't seem to realize that water is flowing from the tops of the hills to the ocean."

To help boost awareness, the U.N. environmental program and the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration signed an agreement on Monday. NOAA will build projects to demonstrate how to reduce pollution and provide technical support to countries.

The Caribbean initiative has a modest budget -- $2 million from the State Department, $1.5 million from the U.S. Agency for International Development, and a $1.2 million budget request from NOAA for 2005. But U.S. and U.N. diplomats said those numbers belie the potential value of giving Caribbean countries better access to experts, investors and new ideas.

On Monday, for instance, the Gillette Co., The Nature Conservancy and United Nations Foundation used the conference to announce a $750,000 project to help restore wetlands in Mexico.

There was one glaring absence at the conference -- Cuba, the largest and most populated Caribbean island.

In a letter sent to Nelson Andrade, director of the U.N, Caribbean environmental project, and copied to academics and others, Cuba's Ministry of Science, Technology and Environment complained that the U.S. had blocked its attendance. The letter called the action "arbitrary" and "a negative precedent" for international efforts to address enviromental issues.

Dobrainsky said visa restrictions blocked Cuban representatives. Andrade said a Swedish representative would represent Cuba interests and under various agreements, U.N. programs will continue in the Communist country.

"Cuba will fully participate in this initiative," Andrade said. __________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Reuters

South Korea Confirms New Case of Bird Flu
SEOUL - South Korea confirmed yesterday its first case of bird flu for more than a month, dashing hopes it had seen the last of an epidemic that has ravaged poultry and killed 24 people across Asia. 

The outbreak, discovered at the weekend at a chicken farm in Kyonggi province, was the first new case since February 5 and 16,000 poultry at the affected farm were destroyed on Sunday, the agriculture ministry said. 

Agriculture Minister Huh Sang-man visited the area yesterday and urged thorough disinfection measures to contain the outbreak, the ministry said in a statement. 

"One farm located in the city of Yangju has tested positive for highly pathogenic avian influenza," it said. Yangju is about 25 miles north of the capital, Seoul. 

It said that a combined 400,000 chickens and ducks within a three-km (1.9-mile) radius of the affected farm would be destroyed and poultry farms within a radius of 30 km (19 miles) to 40 km (25 miles) would be checked twice a day by telephone for new outbreaks. 

Before the latest discovery, South Korea had destroyed nearly five million poultry and confirmed outbreaks at 19 farms across the country since early December. 

Certain strains of bird flu can be fatal to humans, although South Korea has had no human deaths. 

The strain of bird flu in the country was different from the type that killed people in Vietnam and Thailand, South Korea said last month, citing tests by a U.S. disease control agency. 

INFECTED MAGPIE 

The ministry said that more than 2,000 chickens that had been shipped from the affected farm to a slaughter house south of Seoul would be destroyed. 

The virulent H5N1 avian flu virus had also been found in a magpie captured and tested in the southern city of Yangsan, where an outbreak was reported in January. But it was not expected to pose a significant threat as the incubation period was short in magpies, the ministry added. 

"We tested 99 magpies and one crow in Yangsan after the disease confirmation on January 11 and one magpie was confirmed to have the disease Saturday," its statement said. 

South Korea's poultry consumption was hit badly by bird flu this year and exports of chickens and chicken meat to Japan, Hong Kong and China were halted. Local feed production for poultry in January also dropped 11.5 percent from a year earlier to 288,407 tonnes, industry data showed. 

Government officials and civic groups led a series of campaigns aimed at convincing people poultry was safe to eat. 

The campaigns, as well as tighter supplies after a mass slaughter of poultry and import bans, helped prices of local chicken meat recover to 1,563 won ($1.35) per kg after tumbling by 40 percent to 611 won after the initial outbreak, a ministry official said. 

South Korea also halted imports of poultry from 12 countries, including Taiwan, Japan, Vietnam, Thailand, Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, Pakistan, China, Canada, Hong Kong and the United States because of bird flu outbreaks. __________________________________________________________________________________________ ROAP Media Update – 23 March 2004

UN or UNEP in the news

Mull Causes of Natural Disasters
Bru Direct, Brunei Darussalam, March 23, 2004 - Bandar Seri Begawan – Weather, climate and water resources can bring disastrous effects to the development of socio-economic and human life. 
These effects are spelled out in this year's World Water Day theme, “Water and Disasters”. 
According to the World Meteorological Organisation, weather and extreme incidents related to climate such as hurricane, thunderstorm, cyclone, flood and drought caused almost 75 percent of all the disasters.
http://www.brudirect.com/DailyInfo/News/Archive/Mar04/230304/nite05.htm 

India's river-link to dry out 80 rivers - World Water Day seminar told
Staff Correspondent, The Daily Star, Bangladesh, March 23, 2004 - India's plan to divert water from the major rivers that flow down into Bangladesh would adversely affect the lives of about 10 crore people in Bangladesh, if implemented.
http://www.thedailystar.net/2004/03/23/d40323012424.htm

Water and sanitation top priorities at summit 
Environmental Data Interactive, UK - Mar 19, 2004 - Delivering safe and sufficient water to over one billion people and providing better sanitation services for nearly two and a half billion people will be the key themes at international environment talks taking place at the end of the month.
Dust storms and the growing number of 'dead zones' in the world's seas and oceans, will also be among the issues facing delegates at the Global Ministerial Environment Forum (GMEF) taking place on the island of Jeju in the Republic of Korea. 
Klaus Toepfor, UNEP Executive Director, said it was right that Asia should be hosting its first GMEF as its economic growth was now such a major factor in the global economy. 
http://www.edie.net/gf.cfm?L=left_frame.html&R=http://www.edie.net/news/Archive/8199.cfm

World environment ministers to gather in Korea end of March
TerraDaily - Mar 18, 2004, NAIROBI (AFP) - World environment ministers will gather in South Korea at the end of March to discuss issues including provision of sanitation to nearly two and half billion people, the UN Environment Programme said Thursday.
http://www.terradaily.com/2004/040318134751.nqwso5ml.html 


Republic of Korea to Host Asia's First Global Ministerial Environment Forum
ENN, 18 March 2004 - http://www.enn.com/direct/display-release.asp?objid=D1D1366D000000FB5AF4EEEFB05064BD 
UNEP China Office’s input to ROAP news update – 23 March 2004

General Environment News

China is bent on tapping more water with saving measures
Xinhuanet 2004-3-22

Shifting to a scientific concept of development, which focuses on human value and sustainable development, the Chinese government made "harmony between water resources and humans" a keynote of the 12th World Water Day on Monday and the 17th China Water Week. Water shortage and pollution has become a bottleneck impairing China's sustainable development, Minister of water resources, said on Monday. China has become one of the 13 countries with the most serious water shortage problem in terms of per capita water resource possession. While managing to ease the thirst of some of its cities by diverting water to its arid areas, the central government is making equal efforts to raise its people's awareness of the water crisis they are confronting and their consciousness of water saving. 

http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2004-03/22/content_1378739.htm
__________________________________________________________________________________________
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M O N D A Y    H I G H L I G H T S
*
Annan strongly condemns Israeli assassination of Hamas leader

*
Details on probe into Oil-for-Food programme expected this week – UN spokesman

*
Security Council concerned by continued fighting in Burundi

*
UN-backed Cyprus talks set to move to Switzerland

*
Afghanistan: top UN envoy appeals for calm following deadly violence in Herat

*
UN envoy urges more funds to help Afghanistan’s schoolchildren

*
Annan sends official to Equatorial Guinea to assess security after coup attempt

*
UN envoy urges Côte d’Ivoire parties to follow peace agreement

*
UN envoy in Kosovo vows to help displaced people return to their homes

*
Following last week’s violence, funeral held in Kosovo without incident – UN

*
Poor sanitation a huge killer of children, UNICEF says on World Water Day

*
Annan creates new Advisory Board on Water and Sanitation

*
UN expert calls for ‘red alert’ on resurgent global racism

*
World grows richer, but poor still face massive nutritional deficiencies – UN report

*
UN official warns anti-poverty goals at risk if reproductive health care not funded

*
European Union expansion offers potentially lucrative new banana markets – UN 

*
Draft UN treaty to ease global electronic commerce moves forward

*
UN marks climate change treaty’s anniversary by hailing savings of going green

* * * *

Middle East

22 March – United Nations officials today strongly condemned Israel’s killing of Hamas leader Sheikh Ahmad Yassin in a move that also resulted in the deaths of eight others, with Secretary-General Kofi Annan warning that intensified clashes could ensue.

Mr. Annan “is concerned that such an action would lead to further bloodshed and death and acts of revenge and retaliation,” a UN spokesman said in a statement. 

“He reiterates that extrajudicial killings are against international law and calls on the Government of Israel to immediately end this practice,” spokesman Fred Eckhard added. “The only way to halt an escalation in the violence is for the parties to work towards a viable negotiating process aimed at a just, lasting and comprehensive settlement.”
Speaking directly to the press earlier this morning, Mr. Annan said, “I do condemn the targeted assassination of Sheikh Yassin and the others who died with him. Such actions are not only contrary to international law, but they do not do anything to help the search for a peaceful solution.”

He also appealed to “all in the region to remain calm and avoid any further escalation in tensions.”

With the diplomatic Quartet of the UN, European Union, Russian Federation and United States meeting today in Cairo, the Secretary-General said the assassination “has complicated issues.” He added that he spoke this morning to his envoy, Terje Roed-Larsen, who is in Egypt with the other representatives, and they were assessing the impact of the latest actions.

“As I have indicated earlier, it doesn’t really facilitate the task of peacemakers,” Mr. Annan said.
Mr. Roed-Larsen himself also issued a statement strongly condemning Israel’s action. “In addition to the killing of so many, the assassination of Ahmad Yassin threatens the tenuous steps currently underway to revive the peace process,” he said.

“Only a viable peace process can bring about a halt to violence,” stressed Mr. Roed-Larsen, the UN’s Special Coordinator for the Middle East Peace Process.

Also reacting to the latest developments, the Acting UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, Bertrand Ramcharan, expressed deep concern over Israel’s continued use of assassination in the occupied Palestinian territory. In a statement issued in Geneva, Mr. Ramcharan said that while there is no doubt that Israel has a right to defend itself, this must be done within the rule of law.

* * *

Iraq: Oil-for-Food

22 March – Secretary-General Kofi Annan is expected to communicate to the Security Council this week the details of a panel that would look into allegations of corruption within the United Nations Oil-for-Food humanitarian operation for Iraq, his spokesman said today.

Responding to questions at the daily press briefing about the Secretary-General’s intention to have an independent investigation into the allegations, spokesman Fred Eckhard said the next step would be for Mr. Annan to meet the Security Council, or send it a letter, sometime this week laying out the terms of reference for an investigative panel and the names of members. 

Mr. Annan has already formally contacted the Council on the matter in a letter sent to its members on Friday.

The Secretary-General, Mr. Eckhard noted, feels that the investigation could not succeed without the cooperation of the Security Council and all Member States.

Asked about responses to the Secretary-General’s written request for cooperation with an inquiry, the spokesman said L. Paul Bremer, the Administrator of the United States-led Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA), has promised cooperation in a letter had to the UN’s in-house watchdog – the Office of Internal Oversight Services (OIOS).

Mr. Eckhard said the investigation should establish the facts in a key number of areas, and that the UN looked forward to it. “We hope that the clouds that have been over our heads will be lifted,” he said.

Between December 1996 and November 2003, the programme allowed the sanctions-bound Government of Iraq to sell oil for food and humanitarian supplies and served as the sole source of sustenance for 60 per cent of Iraq’s estimated 27 million people.

All contracts for oil sales were approved by a Security Council panel – the “661 Committee” – which also oversaw most contracts for the purchase of relief supplies.

The operation was the UN’s largest-ever in financial terms – purchasing and managing some $46 billion worth of humanitarian assistance, supplies and projects – and achieved progressive improvements in health, education and public infrastructure. Malnutrition rates for children under 5 in the central and southern regions were cut in half, the capacity to undertake major surgeries increased by 40 per cent and more houses were built in 2002 than in 1990.

In a separate development today, Mr. Eckhard confirmed, in response to questions, that the Secretary-General’s Special Adviser, Lakhdar Brahimi, received a letter from the office of Iraqi Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani over the weekend. The letter is currently being translated into English from the original Arabic, the spokesman said.

* * *

Burundi

22 March – Members of the United Nations Security Council today expressed concern about the continued fighting in Burundi and urged all parties to show restraint and finish peace negotiations.

Talks between the Force nationals de liberation (Palipehutu-FNL) and the Government should be completed the “with a view to promote, as soon as possible, a complete cessation of hostilities and the participation of the Palipehutu-FNL in the transitional institutions,” said the Council President for March, Ambassador Jean-Marc de La Sablière of France, in a statement to the press.

Council members also “encouraged the transitional authorities to enact without delay the laws and regulations required for the holding of elections within the time limits provided for by the Arusha Agreement” of 28 August 2000, he added. 

The Council paid tribute to the efforts made by the Member States of the Great Lakes Regional Initiative on Burundi, as well as by the African Union (AU), to bring peace to Burundi, according to the statement, which also hailed the efforts of the African Mission in Burundi (AMIB), and of its constituent South African, Ethiopian and Mozambican contingents.

Noting that UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan has recommended sending a UN peacekeeping mission soon to Burundi, Ambassador de La Sablière said the Council, without prejudice to its possible future action, invited the AU to consider extending the AMIB’s mandate beyond the expiration date of 2 April.

The Council urged the international community to provide financial and logistical support to AMIB in the interim.

* * *

Cyprus

22 March – United Nations-backed talks on a plan to reunify Cyprus before its entry into the European Union on 1 May are set to move to Switzerland after concluding on the island today.

The negotiations, which have been underway for a little over a month, will begin a new phase on Wednesday in the village of Bürgenstock, near Lucerne, Switzerland. Tassos Papadopoulos is set to represent the Greek Cypriot side while the Turkish Cypriot leader, Rauf Denktash, has informed UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan in writing that Mehmet Ali Talat and Serdar Denktash will be fully authorized to negotiate on behalf of the Turkish Cypriot side.

The Foreign Ministers of Greece and Turkey will also be present to lend a hand during this period. They will be joined on Sunday by the two countries’ Prime Ministers and the Secretary-General in a final push to reach agreement on Mr. Annan’s proposals, which would ultimately create a federation of two constituent states – a Greek Cypriot state and the Turkish Cypriot state – and contain some suggestions for security arrangements between Greece and Turkey.
Assessing the developments so far, the Secretary-General’s Special Adviser, Alvaro de Soto, told the press in Cyprus today that on the positive side, the technical committees accomplished an enormous amount of work to ensure that the federal government is in place from the first day, properly staffed and properly accommodated.

However, Mr. de Soto noted that this progress had not been matched in the meeting of the two leaders. “There have been glimmers here and there, and the differences have been narrowed on some points,” he said. “A lot more is happening than meets the eye.”

But there has not been the kind of give-and-take on the core issues, Mr. de Soto added. “That means that the process at Bürgenstock will have to be very intensive in order to try to reach final agreement, and all involved will have to show the necessary political will to reach a final settlement,” he said.

“While I wish that more progress had already been made here in Cyprus, I am quietly hopeful about the phase ahead,” he concluded.

* * *
Afghanistan

22 March – The top United Nations envoy in Afghanistan appealed today to all parties to restore law and order in the western city of Herat where deadly violence yesterday claimed the life of Aviation and Tourism Minister Mirwais Siddiq, among others.

Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s Special Representative Jean Arnault noted “with grave concern” that, while fighting had subsided somewhat, the house of Chief Justice Khodad was burned by protesters today.

“No one was hurt in the act, but this attack raises the urgent issue of protecting the life and property of civilian leaders, no matter what their views might be,” Mr. Arnault said in statement issued by his spokesman.  

He called upon all parties involved in the confrontation “to exercise restraint, to protect the lives of civilians, to do all in their power to reduce tensions in the city and to allow the restoration of law and order.”

Mr. Arnault extended his condolences to the families of those killed yesterday, in particular to Mirwais Siddiq’s father, Heart, Governor Ismail Khan.

* * * 

Afghanistan

21 March – As Afghanistan opened its new school year today, the senior United Nations envoy there urged international support for education in the war-ravaged nation.

“At a time when the number of children returning to school is surging, more resources are needed to keep up the momentum,” Jean Arnault told a ceremony at the Amani school. “A huge funding gap of some $173 million exists for this year alone.”

The money is needed to build new schools, improve teaching materials, develop fresh curricula and hire more teachers.

Compared to last year, the number of girls attending school – a practice that was banned until the Taliban were toppled from power – has increased by 30 per cent. Mr. Arnault said the emphasis on women’s education in the new Afghan Constitution should give further impetus to this positive trend.

Referring to radical elements opposed to girls’ education, Mr. Arnault said, “it is distressing to hear periodically about the actions of a few who continue to burn schools in different parts of the country.”

“Let this be an opportunity once again to condemn these acts,” he said, stressing that those responsible “will not be able to sway parents or slow the country down.”

Also today, the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) announced a joint effort with the Afghan Ministry of Education to bring learning closer to home for 500,000 female students across the country by developing 10,000 community-based schools in areas lacking a formal school facility.

The schools will be based in existing local structures, such as a public building, the mosque or even private homes, according to UNICEF, which will also provide tent classrooms to villages where no alternative is available for housing classes.

Last year more than 4 million children were enrolled in formal education in Afghanistan, including 1.2 million girls. In the 2004 academic year, UNICEF estimates that up to 5.5 million children will return to school as demand for learning continues to grow. The community-based school programme is one element of a broad campaign to bring an additional 1 million girls into school by 2005. 

* * *

Equatorial Guinea

22 March – United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan is sending a senior UN official to Equatorial Guinea to assess the security situation in the West African country and the sub-region after attempts were made to stage a coup, his spokesman said today.

“The Secretary-General has been following with concern recent developments in Equatorial Guinea where attempts have been made to overthrow the Government by unconstitutional means,” spokesman Fred Eckhard told the press in New York.

“The Secretary-General has therefore decided to dispatch to Equatorial Guinea the Assistant Secretary-General for Political Affairs, Mr. Tuliameni Kalomoh, as his Special Envoy to discuss with the authorities the situation on the ground and its implications for peace and security in the sub-region.”

Representatives of South Africa, Zimbabwe and Equatorial Guinea have met to discuss how to deal with the reported coup attempt.

* * *

Côte d’Ivoire

22 March – The United Nations envoy to Côte d’Ivoire today called on the post-conflict West African country to support new negotiations so that problems with key peace accords can be ironed out.

Towards this end, the Special Representative of the Secretary-General, Albert Tévoédjré, said “a ‘Memorandum of Political Signatories of the Linas-Marcoussis and Accra II Agreements,’ was handed over to the Head of State today.”

The first of those texts was signed in Linas-Marcoussis, France, in January 2003, ending fierce fighting between the Government and the then-rebellious Forces Nouvelles which together formed a government of national unity. In March 2003, 10 signatories to that pact met in Ghana and reached the Accra II agreement, which sets out the procedures for resolving the impasse over the appointment of the Ministers for Defence and Internal Security.

Mr. Tévoédjré today said that former President Henri Konan Bedié “personally informed me that he had contacted the Head of State and that discussions on points of contention as outlined in said Memorandum, were to begin today.”

The envoy appealed to all Ivoirians to “throw their weight behind this process so that an appropriate solution would be found to each issue found in the Memorandum.”

All are bound by the Linas-Marcoussis compromise and laws enshrining that agreement should be passed without delay, while free, fair and transparent elections should be held within the timeframe prescribed, Mr. Tévoédjré said.

He noted that in a conversation with UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan on Friday, President Laurent Gbagbo had reiterated his readiness to make sure that normalcy returns to Côte d’Ivoire as soon as possible. 

The UN Security Council has approved a full peacekeeping mission for Côte d’Ivoire (UNOCI) starting next month, to replace the small mission (MINUCI) currently in place, along with an Economic Commission of West African States (ECOWAS) force (ECOMICI), which will be folded into UNOCI.

In the same resolution, the Council separately authorized “for a period of 12 months from 4 April 2004 the French forces to use all necessary means in order to support UNOCI in accordance with the agreement to be reached between UNOCI and the French authorities, and in particular to contribute to the general security of the area of activity of the international forces.”

* * *

Kosovo

22 March – The top United Nations envoy to Kosovo pledged today to make sure that the thousands of people who fled their homes in the province last week because of ethnic violence will be able to return.

After a tour of houses and religious buildings damaged or destroyed during the rioting, Harri Holkeri, the Secretary-General’s Special Representative, said the UN Mission in Kosovo (UNMIK) would help the estimated 3,200 displaced people – mostly ethnic Serbs – to return.

“You have the right to return,” Mr. Holkeri told people in the town of Lipljan, where several houses were burnt during last week’s riots. “Every citizen has a human right to have a home and to live there protected in peace with prosperity.” 

UNMIK police have reported that the situation in Kosovo is comparatively calm after last week’s violence, which left about 30 people dead.

Mr. Holkeri said police are investigating the riots and acts of violence, adding the perpetrators must be brought to justice.

Asked by reporters whether the purpose of last week’s violence was ethnic cleansing, Mr. Holkeri said labels were not the most important issue at this time. “Every lost life is one too many. Every destroyed home is one too many. Every destroyed holy site is one too many.”

During a tour of damaged apartments in the capital, Pristina, with Mr. Holkeri, Kosovo’s Prime Minister Bajram Rexhepi promised to provide funds to repair the damage caused by last week’s violence.

* * *

Kosovo

21 March – Police from the United Nations Interim Administration Mission in Kosovo (UNMIK) today reported that the situation in the province is calm compared to the turmoil of the past week.

A funeral with the attendance of up to 7,000 people proceeded uninterrupted, according to UNMIK police spokesman Derek Chappell. “I am pleased to report to you that no incidents have been recorded and the situation is calm and quiet everywhere,” he told reporters in Pristina, the capital.

Despite the relative tranquillity, the repercussions from last week’s violence continue to be felt. Peggy Hicks, Director of the Office of Returns and Communities, estimated that over 3,200 people were newly displaced as a result of the deadly ethnic clashes.

Over the past day and a half, the UN refugee agency (UNHCR) has provided essential supplies to those in need, including some 650 mattresses, 1,000 blankets, eight tons of food and 200 hygienic kits that each serve 1,000 people.

Asked about a probe into the alleged drowning of two teenagers which sparked the violence, UNMIK spokesperson Izabella Karlowicz said autopsies on both bodies have been conducted, an international prosecutor has been appointed to look into the case and the preliminary investigation will be held.

She added that in order to improve stability, it would be essential to bring back the rule of law, start the process of reconciliation, and ensure its continuation. “This cannot be done by UINMIK alone,” she stressed. “The big part of the responsibility and making reconciliation possible is with everybody here and with the Kosovo leaders.”

* * * 

World Water Day

22 March – More than 5,000 children die every day from diarrhoeal diseases, often in areas hit by man-made or natural disasters, the head of the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) says in a message to mark World Water Day, whose theme this year is water and disasters.

Carol Bellamy, UNICEF’s Executive Director, says children suffering from poor diets and the effects of other diseases are the first to get sick when a major disaster strikes a community and its clean-water and sanitation systems.

UNICEF statistics indicate that 2 million children die of diarrhoeal diseases each year, and that water-borne diseases – such as diarrhoea, cholera and typhoid – are one of the prime causes of mortality of children under five. Still, this represents a substantial decline from the 1980s, when an average of almost 3 million children died from diarrhoea annually.

Ms. Bellamy says governments must invest more in clean water and sanitation systems to ensure they do not break down following a disaster. “The best way to head off the effect of an emergency is to empower local communities to care for their water supplies and for governments to make investments that will ensure water and sanitation security even during the toughest times,” she says.

UNICEF has set up several water security projects recently in countries affected by man-made or natural disasters from earthquakes to drought to civil war. Last December, following the earthquake in Bam, Iran, the agency distributed some 600,000 water purification tablets and provided washing facilities as part of its commitment to provide safe water and adequate sanitation within three days of an emergency.

Ms. Bellamy’s message is echoed by Secretary-General Kofi Annan, who says the world needs to do much more to achieve the Millennium Development Goal (MDG) of halving, by 2015, the proportion of people without access to safe drinking water.

Mr. Annan has used the occasion of the Day to announce the formation of an Advisory Board on Water and Sanitation, a panel of eminent persons and technical experts that will try to galvanize global action on these issues. It is to be chaired by Ryutaro Hashimoto, a former Prime Minister of Japan.

* * *

World Water Day

21 March – United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan has used this year’s observance of World Water Day to announce the establishment of an Advisory Board on Water and Sanitation, which aims to galvanize global action on these issues as part of international efforts to eradicate poverty and achieve sustainable development.

Former Prime Minister Ryutaro Hashimoto of Japan has agreed to serve as Chairman of the Board, which will also include a wide range of eminent persons, technical experts, and other individuals with proven experience in inspiring people, moving the machinery of government, and working with the media, the private sector and civil society.

Mr. Annan has asked the Board to use the unique expertise of its members to raise awareness of water and sanitation issues, to help mobilize funds for water and sanitation projects, and to encourage new partnerships.

At the UN’s Millennium Summit in 2000, national leaders from across the globe pledged to halve, by the year 2015, the proportion of people who are unable to reach, or to afford, safe drinking water. They also pledged to stop the unsustainable exploitation of water resources by developing water management strategies that promote equitable access and adequate supplies.

A similar goal – to halve, also by 2015, the proportion of people without access to basic sanitation – was adopted at the World Summit on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg in 2002. This target placed access to sanitation at the centre of the poverty-eradication commitments. World leaders have also agreed to develop, by 2005, integrated water resources management and water efficiency plans.

An estimated 1.1 billion people lack access to safe drinking water, and 2.4 billion people are without basic sanitation. The UN estimates that in order to meet the Millennium Development Goal (MDG) for water, 270,000 new connections will have to be made each day, and more than twice as many to meet the goal for sanitation.

In his message for World Water Day, Mr. Annan notes that while the international response to the world water predicament contains much admirable effort, for the most part it has been inadequate, leaving an “urgent need to go beyond business as usual.”

In addition to Mr. Hashimoto, Board members include Mahmoud Abou Zeid, Egypt’s Minister of Irrigation and Water; Michel Camdessus, Special Representative of the President of the Republic of France for Africa; Juanita Castaño, Former Vice-Minister of Foreign Affairs of Colombia; Uschi Eid, Parliamentary Secretary of the Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development of Germany; Angel Gurria, Former Minister of Finance of Mexico; Ronnie Kasrils, Minister for Water Affairs and Forestry Department of Water Affairs and Forestry of South Africa; Olivia la O’ Castillo, President Philippine Pollution Prevention Roundtable; Eric Odada, Director, Department of Geology, University of Nairobi; Gérard Payen, Senior Executive-Vice-President, Suez; Judith Rees, Deputy Director, London School of Economics and Political Science; Christine Todd Whitman, Former Administrator Environmental Protection Agency of the United States; and Peter Woicke, Executive Vice President, International Finance Corporation, Washington, D.C.

* * *

Eliminating Racism

22 March – A United Nations expert today called for a red alert to warn the world about racism and xenophobia as the alarming resurgence and vitality of the traditional forms of discrimination are joined by new forms of discrimination affecting the non-national, the refugee and the immigrant.

“The new ideological landscape is structured both by the excessive emphasis placed on combating terrorism and the inclusion of cultural and religious elements, which create cultural conflicts and new discriminatory practices aimed at many different groups,” said Doudou Diene, UN Special Rapporteur on contemporary forms of racism, racial discrimination, xenophobia and related intolerance.

A new, open and public form of thought was trying to justify racism and racial discrimination for security and defence reasons, and rejecting ethnic, cultural and religious pluralism, he told the Commission on Human Rights in Geneva.

Meanwhile, the UN observed its oldest and most widely ratified human rights convention, the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination, yesterday, a day which also commemorated South Africa’s Sharpeville Massacre of 21 March 1960.

“Although the principle of non-discrimination has been established as one of the foundations of international law, the persistence of racism, racial discrimination, xenophobia and related intolerance, demonstrates the need to look for new ways to address this age-old problem,” UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan said in a message to mark the day.

The General Assembly declared 21 March the International Day for the Elimination of Racial Discrimination in 1966, one year after the treaty was adopted and six years after apartheid South Africa’s police fired on some 20,000 unarmed black people protesting at restrictive “pass laws.” Sixty-nine blacks were killed and hundreds wounded in the incident.

The subsequent achievements of South Africa, “reborn as a free nation exactly 10 years ago,” were only too rare, said Bertrand Ramcharan, the Acting High Commissioner for Human Rights, “for if progress has been made around the world, we are still witnesses to widespread racism and xenophobia.”

“There is no starker reminder of this reality than that other, grim anniversary we are marking this year: the 1994 genocide that decimated Rwanda even as South Africans were realizing their dream of liberation,” he said. “Today, people are still dying in too many places around the world because of their race or ethnic origin.”

With racially-motivated violence leading to extrajudicial killings, rape, displacement and other violations, he said, “It is the duty of all States to protect their citizens against such evils.”

The international community must ensure that humanitarian and human rights law covered all people without discrimination, even in situations of armed conflict, he added.

The Convention, which has been signed and ratified by 128 of the UN’s 191 Member States, has been in force since 1969. Earlier this month, the UN Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination expressed the hope that all countries would soon accede to that treaty.

* * *

Nutrition

22 March – Despite some progress in improving nutrition among the world’s poor, improvements have failed to keep pace with the overall climate of global economic growth, according to a new United Nations report.

Nutrition for Improved Development Outcomes shows that while global gross domestic product has doubled during the past 20 years, the number of underweight pre-school children has been cut by only 20 per cent. 

Launching the report in New York today, Catherine Bertini, the UN Under-Secretary-General for Management and former head of the UN World Food Programme (WFP), said this trend constitutes “the scandal of malnutrition in the world today.”

The report shows that progress has been uneven, with sub-Saharan Africa lagging behind other developing areas. Lawrence Haddad of the International Food Policy Research Institute, also present at the briefing, said that micronutrient status, maternal nutrition status, shorter children, thinner children, low birth weight and all the other indicators of malnutrition showed Africa was heading in the wrong direction.

He noted that the broader context must be taken into account when examining the relationship between economic growth and reductions in childhood malnutrition, which depends not only on having enough food to eat but also on how that food is allocated. Other related concerns include the availability of health services and the prevalence of disease. “It’s a very complex set of factors that are important for reducing malnutrition,” he said.

According to the report, 10 million children below 5 years of age are dying every year – half of them from preventable causes related to proper nutrition.

* * *

Population

22 March – The lack of donor support for reproductive health services is jeopardizing progress towards meeting global anti-poverty goals, the Executive Director of the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) warned today.

At the 1994 International Conference on Population and Development, held in Cairo, Egypt, developed countries agreed to provide an annual $6.1 billion by 2005 for reproductive health, including family planning. But they have fallen short by about $3 billion, according to UNFPA.

The developing countries mobilized $11.7 billion last year, out of their domestic target of about $12.4 billion, the agency says.

“A world that spends $800 billion to $1 trillion each year on the military can afford the equivalent of slightly more than one day’s military spending to close Cairo’s $3 billion external funding gap to save and improve the lives of millions of women and families in developing countries,” said UNFPA chief Thoraya Ahmed Obaid.

Ms. Obaid warned that if the funding gap is not closed, “it is unlikely that any of the world’s Millennium Development Goals will be met.” Those targets, set at a 2000 UN Summit, aim to tackle a range of global ills by the year 2015.

She noted that there has been some progress, including the fact that “more and more women and couples are able to choose the number and spacing of their children,” but cautioned against premature optimism. “The reality is that progress is uneven,” she said. “At the mid-point of the Cairo Programme of Action, we need the strength and endurance of a marathon runner to meet our goals during the next decade.” 

Ms. Obaid’s comments came as the UN Commission on Population and Development today opened a session in New York to assess progress made during the decade since the Cairo forum adopted its action plan.

Addressing the Commission, José Antonio Ocampo, the UN Under-Secretary-General for Economic and Social Affairs, cited studies showing that more pregnant women are now receiving antenatal care than they were a decade ago, “yet many women still lack access to care and the risk of maternal mortality remains unacceptably high.”

“Without a solidly built and actively maintained foundation of political will and resources, both human and financial, the goals of the [Cairo] Programme of Action will not be fully achieved,” he said.

* * *

Bananas

22 March – With bananas providing the fifth most important commodity for world food security, European Union (EU) expansion from 15 to 25 countries in May could signal the promise of lucrative new markets for African, Caribbean and Pacific Group (ACP) producers, the United Nations agricultural agency said today.

“One of the most coveted emerging markets for banana producers is that of the 10 new countries that will join the Single European Market in May,” the Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO) Commodity Specialist Paul Pilkauskas told the Third Session of the Intergovernmental Group on Bananas and Tropical Fruits in Puerto de la Cruz, Canary Islands, Spain.

In the coming weeks, the EU will decide how the transitional tariff-quota system will be applied to banana imports between 2004 and 2006. Beginning in January 2006 a tariff-only system will be established. According to FAO, these two decisions will have a significant impact on producer countries, because currently one third of the world banana trade is destined for the EU.

A final decision, Mr. Pilkauskas said, will affect all banana producers, whether in the Canaries, in Latin America or in the ACP countries. “Currently only the ACP countries are allowed to enter the single European market free of any tariff or charge,” he noted.

Oversupply relative to demand is a continuing issue in the banana trade, while the future of the sector is less than clear given the evolving world agriculture trade system, FAO said.

* * * 

E-commerce

22 March – The chief United Nations body overseeing international trade law policies has taken a step closer to a treaty that would create a unified legal regime for worldwide electronic commerce, removing barriers and lowering costs for companies using the Internet to conduct business.

The recommendation on a draft text adopted Friday at the conclusion of a week-long meeting by the UN Commission on International Trade Law’s (UNCITRAL) Working Group on Electronic Commerce will be submitted to the Commission’s next full session in June. The text focuses on areas such as legal electronic transactions, data exchanges and e-mail messages.

“This work will benefit world trade as it will enable and encourage the greater use of e-commerce,” said the group’s chairman, Jeffrey Chan of Singapore. He noted that more trade transactions are being conducted through electronic means, and the Internet in particular has grown to be a powerful tool for business.

“The problem is that, in international business, different countries have different legal rules for contracts,” creating uncertainty when the same transaction is conducted across international borders, Mr. Chan added. Companies often must hire lawyers in different countries to advise them, adding to the cost of doing business.

The chairman said that with a treaty to create a uniform legal regime for such transactions, confidence in e-commerce would get a boost and costs could be cut. “With this, there can be an expansion of international trading transactions,” he said.

Jonas Astrup, who attended the meeting for the International Chamber of Commerce, said his organization favoured the alternative of self-regulation by industry. The ICC is addressing the contractual questions of e-commerce by developing “e-Terms 2004,” voluntary rules to help companies negotiate contracts electronically, Mr. Astrup added.

On the other hand, “the draft convention has very useful aspects, such as recognition of data messages, and is in synergy with our tools,” such as contract guidance and model clauses, Mr. Astrup said. The International Chamber of Commerce set up its own task force which last year submitted comments on the scope and purposes of the draft convention.

UNCITRAL works to modernize and harmonize the rules of international business. As trade means faster growth, higher living standards, and new opportunities through commerce, the Commission also seeks to increase these opportunities worldwide by formulating modern, fair, and harmonized rules on commercial transactions.

* * *

Climate change

21 March – Fighting climate change makes economic sense in the long run because using energy more efficiently will ultimately produce enormous financial and green benefits, the head of the United Nations’ environmental agency said in a message marking the 10th anniversary today of the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change, which came into force in March 1994.

Klaus Toepfer, Executive Director of the UN Environment Programme (UNEP), noted that re-insurance agents last year estimated that the cost of climate-related disasters reached $65 billion.

“Then there are other economic impacts as a result of a continued, inefficient use of carbon-based fuels, including those on human health and habitats and ecosystems, like forests and lakes,” he said.

Mr. Toepfer called on governments, businesses and citizens to show “imagination, vision and, above all, courage” to harness new technologies that can use energy more efficiently and cause less damage to the environment.

He said the world is on the cusp on another industrial leap forward, with fossil fuels such as coal and oil going the way of the typewriter and the punch-card machine – to be replaced by modern conventional power stations and alternative sources of energy such as wind and solar power.

Mr. Toepfer used his anniversary message to urge countries to ratify the treaty’s Kyoto Protocol, which aims to reduce greenhouse gas emissions to earlier levels.

Describing the reduction targets in the Protocol’s first phase as “modest to say the least,” Mr. Toepfer said the losses resulting from not adhering to that pact outweigh the costs of compliance.

Echoing this view, Secretary-General Kofi Annan cited several examples of greener technologies emerging partly because of the Convention’s entry into force. They included the increased use of wind farms, the introduction of so-called hybrid vehicles and added investments in hydrogen and carbon technology.

The Secretary-General said signing the Kyoto Protocol is urgent given “the increased incidence of drought, floods and extreme weather events that many regions are experiencing.”

The Protocol, which sets legally binding targets and timetables for the reduction of greenhouse gas emissions, will only enter into force after it has been ratified by at least 55 countries, including industrialized countries accounting for 55 per cent of their group’s 1990 level of CO2 emissions. Although the Protocol has 121 parties, including the European Community, the vast majority are developing countries and it has not entered into force.

* *** *

__________________________________________________________________________________________

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

Good afternoon.

**Guest at Noon
Catherine Bertini, the Under-Secretary-General for Management, who is also the Chair of the United Nations System Standing Committee on Nutrition, will be joining us here in a few minutes.  She’ll be briefing you on the Fifth Report on the World Nutrition Situation.

**Statement Attributable to the Spokesman on Assassination of Sheikh Ahmed Yassin
The following statement is attributable to the Spokesman concerning events in the Middle East today in Gaza:

“The Secretary-General strongly condemns Israel’s assassination of Hamas spiritual leader Sheikh Ahmed Yassin, which resulted in the deaths of eight others.  He is concerned that such an action would lead to further bloodshed and death and acts of revenge and retaliation.  He reiterates that extra judicial killings are against international law and calls on the Government of Israel to immediately end this practice.  The only way to halt an escalation in the violence is for the parties to work towards a viable negotiating process aimed at a just, lasting and comprehensive settlement.”

In addition to that statement, the Secretary-General told reporters this morning that the killing of Sheikh Yassin doesn’t really facilitate the task of the peacemakers.  He also appealed to all in the region to remain calm and avoid any further escalation.

Meanwhile in Cairo, the UN Middle East Envoy Terje Roed Larsen joined the other envoys from the Middle East Quartet at the US Embassy there for a meeting, which had been previously scheduled.  Among other issues they will be discussing the impact of the today’s events.

From Geneva, Acting UN High Commissioner for Human Rights Bertrand Ramcharan expressed deep concern over Israel’s continued use of assassination in the occupied Palestinian territory.  In a statement which is available upstairs, Ramcharan said that while there is no doubt that Israel has a right to defend itself, this must be done within the rule of law.

**Sistani Letter
The Secretary-General’s Special Adviser, Lakhdar Brahimi, received a letter from the office of Iraqi Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani over the weekend.  The letter is currently being translated into English from the original Arabic.  Once that is done, as its contents have already been widely reported in the media, we will make copies available to you.

**Cyprus
After being under way for a little over a month, the Cyprus talks concluded on the island earlier today.

As per the February 13th agreement reached in New York, the parties will move to a concentrated effort to reach a final agreement.

The new phase will begin Wednesday in the village of Bürgenstock, near Lucerne, Switzerland.  The Foreign Minister of Greece and Turkey will also be present to lend a hand during this phase.

The Prime Ministers of these two countries are expected to arrive on the 28th.

In speaking to the press not long ago, the Secretary-General’s Special Advisor, Alvaro de Soto, assessed the progress so far.

On the positive side, he noted the enormous amount of work that had been accomplished by the technical committees to ensure that the federal government is in place from the first day, properly staffed and properly accommodated. 

However, he noted that this progress had not been matched in the meeting of the two leaders.  Therefore, de Soto said, the Bürgenstock meetings will have to be very intensive in order to try to reach final agreement, and all involved will have to show the necessary political will to reach a final settlement.

In conclusion, de Soto said he wished that more progress had already been made in Cyprus but he is quietly hopeful about the phase ahead.  We have the full text of his statement available upstairs.

**Afghanistan
The head of the UN Mission in Afghanistan today regretted the loss of life in Herat following the outbreak of violence on Sunday afternoon.  Jean Arnault, the Secretary-General’s Special Representative, called on all involved in the confrontation to exercise restraint and to protect the lives of civilians.

The Special Representative extended his heartfelt condolences to the families of those killed –- in particular, to Governor Ismail Khan, whose son, the Afghan Aviation and Tourism Minister, died yesterday.  We have copies of Arnault’s statement upstairs along with the Sunday press briefing notes from Kabul.

**Security Council
The Security Council is meeting in closed consultations this morning on Burundi.

Behrooz Sadry presented the Secretary-General’s latest report on Burundi, which we flagged for you at the end of last week.  Sadry is the currently the UN’s Deputy Special Representative in the Democratic Republic of the Congo and recently led an assessment team to Burundi.

We expect the President of the Council to have a press statement on Burundi at the end of this morning’s consultations.

**Statement Attributable to the Spokesman on Equatorial Guinea
The following statement is attributable to the Spokesman on the subject of Equatorial Guinea:
“The Secretary-General has been following with concern recent developments in Equatorial Guinea where attempts have been made to overthrow the Government by unconstitutional means.  The Secretary-General has, therefore, decided to dispatch to Equatorial Guinea the Assistant Secretary-General for Political Affairs, Mr. Tuliameni Kalomoh, as his Special Envoy to discuss with the authorities the situation on the ground and its implications for peace and security in the subregion.”
**Côte d’Ivoire
In a statement released in Abidjan today, the Secretary-General’s Special Representative Albert Tevoedjre, urged the political parties to find a negotiated way out of the current political crisis.

The Special Representative said that the international community supports the peace process in Côte d’Ivoire but would not tolerate political disorder that could lead directly to destruction and uncontrollable terror.  The full text of his statement is available upstairs.

**Kosovo
The UN Mission in Kosovo and NATO’s Kosovo Force, or KFOR, report that the situation on the ground in Kosovo has calmed down.  Yesterday’s funeral procession in Kosovo passed without incident, and UN police reported the situation in all areas to be calm and quiet.  We have transcripts from yesterday’s press briefing in Pristina upstairs.

**World Water Day
Today is World Water Day.  The theme is water-related disasters -– including floods droughts, hurricanes, typhoons and cyclones -- and how to minimize their impact.  In his message for the Day, the Secretary-General notes that modern society has benefited from scientific leaps to forecast and handle water-related disasters but it still requires greater information and preparation to ensure that hazards do not become unmanageable.

The Secretary-General has also used this year’s observance to announce the establishment of an Advisory Board on Water and Sanitation.  Chaired by the former Prime Minister of Japan, Ryutaro Hashimoto, the Board includes a number of eminent persons and technical experts.  They are expected to galvanize global action to improve access to water and sanitation, which is central to the Millennium Development Goals.  Further information about World Water Day and the Advisory panel are available upstairs in my office.

**International Day for Elimination of Racial Discrimination
In his message to commemorate the International Day for the Elimination of Racial Discrimination, the Secretary-General reflects on the historical roots of racism, the consequences of slavery and the hatred that leads to genocide.

He notes that we must strengthen our capacity for early warning in order to prevent genocide, mass murder, ethnic cleansing and comparable crimes.  He also calls for greater support for bringing perpetrators to justice, for example through the International Criminal Court.

**UNFPA
The UN Population Fund (UNFPA) today warned that a lack of resources to implement fully the Cairo Programme of Action, adopted 10 years ago, would lead to substantial increases in maternal, infant and AIDS-related deaths.  It could also detail progress towards reducing poverty.

UNFPA’s Executive Director, Thoraya Obaid, said that progress has been uneven since the Cairo Conference adopted goals on population and development.  She said, “We need the strength and endurance of a marathon runner to meet our goals during the next decade.”

We have her statement to the Commission Population and Development, as well as a UNFPA press release upstairs. 

**UNICEF Press Conference
The UN Children’s Fund will hold a press conference tomorrow to launch a report on vitamin and mineral deficiency.  The press conference will take place at UNICEF House starting at 10:30 a.m. and we have a media advisory upstairs with details.

**Press Conference Tomorrow
And then at 11 a.m. here in room 226 the Canadian mission will be sponsoring a press conference by the NGO Committee on Africa and the Caribbean together with the World Conference of Churches’ UN liaison office.  And that will be regarding the situation in Haiti.

That’s all I have for you.  Any questions?  Yes, Abdurrahim?

Questions and Answers
Question:  Fred, on the assassination of Sheikh Ahmed Yassin, I asked the Secretary-General this morning; I’d like to ask again.  As far as I know, he usually deplores Palestinian actions -– sorry, he usually deplores Israeli actions and he condemns Palestinian actions.  This morning he was unequivocal in his condemnation of the assassination.  Is that a step out of the mould?  And on the letter from Sistani; as far as you know, can you confirm to us whether he did or not ask for the UN to reject the interim constitution?

Spokesman:  I think the Secretary-General answered your first question.  He saw no departure from the past, and he invited you to look at his past statements.  On the second, I think I can in a preliminary way, because we still haven’t translated the letter, but on the basis of Mr. Brahimi’s comments to me this morning, we can confirm the media accounts of the contents of the letter.  But I think it’s better that you see the letter in English and, for you, we’ll try and get the original in Arabic as well.  Mr. Abbadi?

Question:  Can you also confirm, Fred, what is reported in the press that Sistani says he will not meet with the UN delegation until certain conditions are met pertaining to the fundamental law?

Spokesman:  Because this letter concerns the fundamental law, I just advise you to read the letter rather than have me interpret it or comment on something that the Ayatollah has said.  Richard?

Question:  (Inaudible) ... and if there is a decision reached would it be possible maybe for Mr. Brahimi later in the afternoon to be here to comment on the letter on what the UN has decided and have some preliminary...?

Spokesman:  I’ll ask him for you.  Betsy?

Question:  I was just going to follow that one up.  Does the UN have a reaction yet to the letter?

Spokesman:  To the letter, no.  Mark?

Question:  Does the UN still plan to go into Iraq; well, to send Mr. Brahimi, Ms. Pirelli into Iraq?  Is Ms. Pirelli going to go this week as requested by the Coalition Authority or does this place an update on plans?

Spokesman:  I can’t answer that question I am afraid, for security reasons.  We will probably have to not give you in advance the date for travel.  And frankly, I don’t know whether travel is expected for this week or whether I could even tell you if it was.  But let me ask for you after the briefing to see if I can give you any more details.  But I assume we would not announce her trip until she had actually safely arrived in Baghdad.  It is the Secretary-General’s intention to send Mr. Brahimi back, but I don’t have a date for him either.  Yes, Louis?

Question:  Fred, when does the SG plan on joining up the Cyprus talks in Lucerne and does he also plan to be in Berlin next week for the Afghanistan conference?

Spokesman:  We don’t give you any details on his travel [this far in advance].  We did say last week that he intends to join the talks on Cyprus in Bürgenstock.  It will be towards the end of this month but I can’t give you a specific day.  And no comment on Berlin.  Yes, Jim?

Question:  Back to Iraq.  On the “oil-for-food”, AP was reporting over the weekend that the US authorities had frozen the UN’s records on oil-for-food.  Now, that would imply that there were still records that the UN had that the US or rather, that the Coalition Provisional Authority did not have.  It’s just a detail, but I am just trying to clarify if this was a misunderstanding on the statement and on the part of the US or if there is actually some documentation that the UN has on oil-for-food aid that they have not given over to the CPA?

Spokesman:  I would have to look into that.  I don’t know the answer to that question.  My impression is that the UN would have control of all of its oil-for-food records.  I’d have to look into the CPA angle, but I am not aware.

Question:  (Inaudible) ...is talking about the transfer of the oil-for-food programme or the resources; et cetera -- I don’t have the resolution in front of me.  But it would imply that if the CPA was going to run the programme they would need the documentation of the programme.

Spokesman:  Yes, but I don’t know whether the original documents were given over to the CPA without making copies.  That would surprise me, but I don’t know.  Let me look into it. Louis?  [He later said that copies of all UN records had been given to the CPA on CD-ROM.]

Question:  On oil-for-food, Fred, are they getting support from the Council on this investigation, this commission?  Does the SG expect anything in concrete terms from the Council?  I know he sent the letter on Friday, but does he want the Council now do to something or is he just sort of warning them or telling them “I am going to set up this commission and I need your full support”?  Is he expecting anything back from the Council? 

Spokesman:  The next step is he would meet with them or send them a letter, I am not sure which, or both, to lay out the terms of reference for this independent panel and to provide the names of its members.  I expect that to happen sometime this week and then we’ll have to see what the Council’s reaction is at that time.  He feels that the investigation could not succeed without the active cooperation not only of Council members, but all Member States that had any business dealings with Iraq.  Yes?

Question:  Are there any black box developments in the last couple of days?

Spokesman:  No.  I am afraid I did not call this morning.  I should have done, but I have nothing new on the black box.  Bill?

Question:  The UN has, you said, asked on two different occasions for documents pertaining to the oil-for-food programme that might incriminate or shed some light on this situation if it turned over to it.  Has any response been received to those requests?

Spokesman:  I understand that last week a letter was received by the Office for Internal Oversight Services from L. Paul Bremer, the US Administrator, promising cooperation.  I don’t believe anything has been received from the Iraqi Governing Council although I did not check with them this morning.  If you like I’ll check right after the briefing.  [He later said there was still no reply from the Iraqi Governing Council.]

Question:  Just to follow up; did Mr. Bremer in the letter pledge that the documents requested would be forthcoming or did he mention, you know, mention all other than just in general?

Spokesman:  I haven’t seen the letter.  I’ll have to ask OIOS if they are willing to tell you what the contents of the letter were.  Richard?  [OIOS will not discuss the Bremer letter.]

Question:  Is the UN concerned about the latest threat from Al-Qaeda, affiliated through Arafat or not, targeting the UN specifically in the last few days?

Spokesman:  We take all security threats seriously.  Over a period of months if not longer, we have been steadily strengthening our security measures here at headquarters as well as worldwide.  I believe we have already begun taking with the General Assembly about the budgetary implications of these measures we’re taking.  So, in general terms we take this matter very seriously.  I am not going to respond to any specific threats that might have come in.  Mark?

Question:  I just wondered if there is any progress on the Secretary-General’s decision what to do with the accountability report?

Spokesman:  I asked him about that this morning, he says he’s continuing to discuss in detail with his senior aides his reaction and he will let me know and you’ll know as soon as he made a decision.  Yes?

Question:  Do you have any information if the Security Council is going to discuss the recent events in the Middle East?

Spokesman:  I don’t know.  I have not seen any indication this morning.  Check with my office afterwards in case there has been anything new.  But when the president of the Council comes out to read his statement, I think the best thing to do would be ask him directly.  Yes, Abdurrahim?  [The Council President later said it was being discussed at expert level.]

Question:  Fred, the Secretariat is facing all these different issues:  the black box, the allegations about corruption in the oil-for-food, the story about the SG’s son.  Does the Secretariat feel particularly or unusually embattled at this particular point in time?

Spokesman:  The black box, it turns out, appears to have no connection with the air crash.  So, the conspiracy theories surrounding it don’t look particularly strong right now.  The Secretary-General told you this morning that the Secretariat might have been involved but that the investigation is to look more broadly at the companies and the countries involved in oil-for-food.  So, I think the bulk of that investigation would be focusing on companies and governments.  But as I already said, they would continue whatever investigation was started by OIOS into possible wrongdoing by Secretariat members.  It was a rough couple of weeks.  But I think the handing over to an independent panel the investigation on oil-for-food should establish the facts in a number of key areas; and we look forward to that being done.  We’ll see if anything new comes out of the black box that is currently being looked at by experts in Ottawa, Canada.  And we hope that the cloud that’s been placed over our heads will be lifted as the facts are established.

Question:  Is there anything particularly significant about the timing of all these different issues bubbling up to the surface or not really?

Spokesman:  I’ll let you do the analysis.  Louis?

Question:  On this oil-for-food commission, Fred, what kind of jurisdiction is this body going to have?  Are they going to be able to subpoena records or going to have any power? Or is this going to be another one of these investigations, what we’ve come to call “google” reports?  In other words, sort of what’s out there that’s already known.  Are they going to have any real power to investigate?

Spokesman:  Until the terms of reference are finalized and presented to the Security Council I don’t think I’ll be able to answer that question.  Yes, Ma’am?

Question:  Can you tell us more about the Quartet meeting in Cairo?  Earlier, the Secretary-General mentioned his envoy assessed the situation.  Is it possible they will feel the need, the urgency to send UN troops to the region to help stabilize the region?

Spokesman:  I don’t think it’s a matter of sending UN troops.  But this meeting of the Quartet members at the envoy level had been scheduled for Cairo previously.  And as I said in my opening statement, they will take the occasion today to discuss the latest events in Gaza and to assess their impact on the peace process.  Yes, Mark?

Question:  I’ve got two questions:  a follow-up on Sistani; when you said you were able to confirm in rough outlines what had been reported in the press; is that confirming the boycott or confirming criticisms of the transitional law?  And secondly, there have been reports from the Ivory Coast that the President has sent his assurances to the SG that the political process was still on track and that there won’t be any problems ahead of the permanent peacekeepers.  Could you give us a confirmation that such a communication had been received and tell us a little bit more about what was in it?

Spokesman:  No, I am not going to be able to help you on either one.  On the letter, in just a few hours you’ll have the letter in English and you can see exactly what it says.  And I’ll have to look into any communications between the President of Côte d’Ivoire.  I know that over the weekend the Secretary-General did speak to the President.  I don’t have the record of that phone conversation.  But I’d have to see if there is anything I can give you specifically in response to your second question.  Mr. Abbadi?

Question:  Fred, the attempted coup in Equatorial Guinea took places weeks ago.  And the Secretary-General is now sending a special envoy.  Did he receive any more recent information or request from the Government?  

Spokesman:  He spoke to the President over the weekend.

All right, are we ready for Catherine Bertini?  Catherine why don’t you come up?

* *** *
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� HYPERLINK  \l "Climate" ��Europa World - Combating Climate Change: Economic Opportunity or Economic Suicide?�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Anniversary" ��UN News Centre - Climate change: UN marks treaty's anniversary by hailing savings of going green�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Wetlands" ��ENS - Lakes, Wetlands Ecologists Share 2004 Stockholm Water Prize�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Kyoto" ��ENS - UN Chief Urges Kyoto Endorsement as Climate Treaty Turns 10� 


� HYPERLINK  \l "Annan" ��Greenwire - Climate change: Kofi Annan calls on Russia to ratify Kyoto Protocol�


� HYPERLINK  \l "GMEF" ��PANA - GMEF to focus on water, sanitation for billions�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Water" ��IPS - Mexico to Host 4th World Water Forum� ��
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