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Marketing "cool"lifestyles key to selling clean and green products

      BODY:

      Psychologists and human behaviorists are being enlisted by the United Nations Environment Program

      (UNEP) in a pioneering new initiative to save the planet.

      Experts believe that the traditional messages from governments and green groups, urging the public to adopt

      environmentally-friendly life-styles and purchasing habitats, need to be overhauled.

      There is concern that many of these messages are too "guilt-laden" and disapproving, and instead of

      "turning people on" to the environment are switching them off.

      According to Klaus Toepfer, executive director of UNEP, "Messages from governments exhorting people to

      drive their cars less or admonishing them for buying products that cause environmental damage appear not

      to be working. People are simply not listening. Making people feel guilty about their lifestyles and purchasing

      habits is achieving only limited success." 

      Indeed studies indicate that only 5% of the public in Northern countries are embracing so-called sustainable

      lifestyles and sustainable consumerism.

      "So we need to look again at how we enlist the public to reduce pollution and live in ways that cause

      minimal environmental damage," Toepfer said. "We need to make sustainable lifestyles fashionable and 'cool,'

      as young people might say. We also need to make it clear that there are real, personal benefits to living in

      harmony with the planet."

      UNEP experts cited campaigns by KIA, the Korean car manufacturer, and the European detergent industry,

      as two examples of selling positive, environmentally-friendly, consumerism and lifestyles.

      KIA has a campaign in the U.K. that urges people not to use cars for short journeys, only long distance

      ones. It provides a mountain bike with every new car purchased and helps organize "walking buses."  These

      create networks of parents who assist in escorting children to school on foot.

      The European "Wash Right" campaign extols the virtues of low-temperature washing by emphasizing the

      benefits to the clothes as well as the energy saving made.

      The turning to social scientists and behaviorists is being carried out under UNEP's Sustainable Consumption

      Program and Life Cycle Initiative, which is looking at a wide range of issues, from labeling to eco-friendly

      product design to deliver more environment-friendly consumption. It compliments initiatives, some of which

      are being orchestrated by UNEP, to develop a network of cleaner production centers across the globe to

      reduce polluting manufacturing processes.

      Sustainable consumption patterns, and how governments, industry, and the public can play their role in

      delivering these, were among the key issues discussed during the first week of February 2003 in Nairobi,

      Kenya, at UNEP's 22nd Governing Council.

      Over 50 young people from across the globe underlined the importance of the issue in a statement to

      ministers: "We commit to awareness raising campaigns to lifestyle change at a community level and request

      governments to further encourage sustainable consumption. We support the UNEP YouthXChange program

      as an excellent example of work in this field."

      It provides case studies of youth organizations that have made a real difference in achieving sustainable

      purchasing patterns. For example, the fashion company Copa Roca, in Brazil, has made a real hit and a

      profitable business out of making clothes out of recycled fabrics.

      Jacqueline Aloisi De Larderel, director of UNEP's Division of Technology, Industry and Economics ,which is

      spearheading the new initiative, said, "Sustainable consumption is not about consuming less, it is about

      consuming differently, consuming efficiently, and having an improved quality of life. It also means sharing

      between the richer and the poorer.

      "This is not just an issue for so-called rich countries. Many rapidly industrializing, developing countries, such

      as China, are keenly aware of the environmental threats posed by uncontrolled consumerism and the risks of

      not making products environmentally-friendly," she said.

      De Larderel said it was no coincidence that the ministerial debate on consumption patterns was led by

      Zhenhua Xie, the Chinese environment minister, and Borge Brende, the Norwegian environment minister.

      Indeed China is among 52 countries, surveyed by UNEP in collaboration with Consumers International. It

      found that many countries are trying to promote sustainable consumption through a variety of measures

      including public awareness campaigns and "green taxes" that favor environmentally-friendly goods.

      China, for example, has factored sustainable consumption into its Law on the Protection of Consumer Rights

      and Interests. Actions include publicity and educational programs, eco-labeling, certification of

      environmentally-sound products, and 30% sales tax reductions for light, less polluting, vehicles.

      Bas De Leeuw, coordinator of UNEP's Sustainable Consumption Program, said they were also working with

      industry and businesses to make products and services more environmentally-friendly way.

      He cited Kluber, a leading lubricants company based in Munchen. It has developed a mobile laboratory that

      visits industries to ensure their machinery is operating efficiently. Benefits include reductions in smoke,

      vibrations, and noise pollution.

      Allegrini in Italy, which supplies detergents, uses a mobile shop to sell direct to consumers reducing the need

      for them to travel by car.

      The UNEP initiative is also drawing up "green procurement" information material for governments and local

      authorities in developed and developing countries so that their big purchasing power is environmentally

      sound.

      "Many developing countries are keen to buy environmentally sound products and services but do not know

      where to go. We are developing an information network and Internet service so that if they, say, want to

      buy environmentally-friendly pens or vehicles, they know where to go," said De Leeuw.

      This article was prepared by Life Science Weekly editors from staff and other reports.
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U.N. report lists sources of mercury emissions

      A global study of mercury carried out by experts for the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP)

      and presented to environment ministers from across the world attending UNEP's Governing Council lists

      sources of mercury emissions and exposure that threaten our planet.

      Power stations.  Coal-fired power stations and waste incinerators account for nearly 1,500 tons of mercury

      being released to the air annually, mainly as a result of burning coal the latest figures show. The highest

      emissions, estimated at 860 tons a year, are from Asia, followed by Africa, 197 tons; Europe, 186 tons;

      North America, 105 tons; Australia and Oceania, 100 tons; and South America, 27 tons. 

      Levels of mercury in the environment and their impacts on humans.  Mercury is a naturally occurring metal

      released into the environment from rocks, soil, and volcanoes. However, human activities, from gold mining

      to burning coal in power stations, have boosted atmospheric levels three-fold since pre-industrial times, the

      report says.

      Mercury and its even more hazardous compounds, such as methylmercury, are highly toxic and can build up

      the bodies of wildlife and humans. Effects on the brain can include irritability, tremors, disturbances to

      vision, memory loss, impaired coordination, and other adverse effects. Fetuses, the newborn, and young

      children are particularly vulnerable because of the sensitivity of the developing nervous system.

      The report also cites some recent scientific evidence linking mercury exposure to cardiovascular problems

      including raised blood pressure, palpitations, and heart disease.

      Other effects have been found on the thyroid gland, which regulates growth, the digestive system, the liver,

      and the skin, including peeling on hands and feet, itching, and rashes.

      Eating fish.. The biggest source of human exposure is from eating fish. Low to moderate consumption is not

      a concern, but those eating higher amounts may be at risk. Fish is being promoted worldwide as a healthy

      food. The report notes that mercury is a "major threat" to this important food supply.

      Studies indicate that mercury contamination of fish is higher in smaller lakes. "This may be explained by small

      lakes being warmer, increasing the methylation of mercury (conversion into its more toxic form). This

      relationship may have further important implications for the methylation of mercury and its accumulation in

      fish in the context of long-term climate change," says the report.

      Predatory fish, towards the top of the food chain, are generally more contaminated. These include species

      such as king mackerel, pike, shark, swordfish, walleye, barracuda, large tuna, scabbard, and marlin.

      "The available data indicate that mercury is present all over the globe, especially in fish, in concentrations

      that adversely effect human beings," says the report.

      In some parts of the world like the Arctic, where marine mammals such as seals are a major part of the diet

      along with fish, the risks of mercury poisoning are even higher. The report cites studies from North

      Greenland, where 16% of the population have blood levels exceeding a level that can be toxic to

      non-pregnant adults. These levels are much higher than the levels considered safe for pregnant women.

      Mercury contamination of fish has prompted many countries to issue warnings about eating them. The report

      cites Sweden, where 50% of the approximately 100,000 lakes have pike whose mercury levels exceed

      international health limits. Detailed recommendations are now given about eating freshwater fish, such as

      pike, perch, burbot, and eel.

      "Women of childbearing age are recommended not to eat these fish from Swedish lakes at all, and the rest

      of the population should not eat them more than once a week," says the report.

      Canadian experts, contributing to the report, say that flooded lands can become an important source of

      mercury contamination in fish because more mercury is released and converted to the more toxic form,

      methylmercury. Indeed one study found that flooded land increases rates of conversion of mercury to the

      more toxic form 30-fold.

      Hot spots.  Some populations are identified in the report suffering chronic mercury exposure. Most of these

      are linked with small scale or artisinil gold or mining where mercury is used to extract the precious metal from

      the ore. The report cites studies in a gold-mining area near Mount Diwata on the island of Mindanao in the

      Philippines where 70% of workers were found to be suffering chronic mercury intoxication. For those workers

      involved directly in smelting using mercury, the percentage was even higher at 85%. Around one third of

      people not directly employed in the industry, but living in the area, also showed signs of chronic mercury

      intoxication including, tremors, fatigue, sensory disturbances, and bluish discoloration of the gums.

      Other countries where there may be hot spots as a result of an upsurge in gold mining since the 1970s

      include Brazil, Venezuela, Bolivia, Indonesia, Vietnam, Papua New Guinea, Ghana, Zimbabwe, Burundi, India,

      Mongolia, and Suriname. Some 10 million people involved in the industry could be at risk of mercury

      poisoning.

      Wildlife.  Animals such as otter, mink, osprey, eagles, seals, and some whales that rely on fish as a large

      part of their diet, have the highest mercury levels and may also be at risk. The eggs of certain Canadian

      birds, such as Leach's Storm Petrel, Atlantic Puffin, and Northern Fulmars, have mercury levels that threaten

      reproduction, the report says.

      Mercury levels in Arctic ringed seals and beluga whales have increased by up to four times over the last 25

      years in some areas of Canada and Greenland.

      For a copy of the full report see www.unep.org/GoverningBodies/GC22/.

      This article was prepared by Life Science Weekly editors from staff and other reports.
________________________________________________________________________________________
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 ENVIRONMENT: Report warns of global threat of mercury poisoning

      BODY:

      Mercury poisoning of the planet could be significantly reduced by curbing pollution from power stations, a

      new report released by the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) suggests.

      The report, compiled by an international team of experts, says that coal-fired power stations and waste

      incinerators now account for around 1,500 tons, or 70%, of new, quantified, manmade mercury emissions to

      the atmosphere. The lion's share is now coming from developing countries, with emissions from Asia, at 860

      tons, the highest.

      "As combustion of fossil fuels is increasing in order to meet the growing energy demands of both developing

      and developed nations, mercury emissions can be expected to increase accordingly in the absence of the

      deployment of control technologies or the use of alternative energy sources," says the report. 

      Artisinal mining of gold and silver, which is happening in an increasing number of less-developed nations, is

      another significant source of mercury pollution, releasing an estimated 400-500 tons of mercury annually to

      the air, soils, and waterways. Mercury is used to extract these precious metals from ores, resulting in

      elevated exposures and risks for the miners and their families, as well as contamination of the local and

      regional environment.

      Once in the atmosphere, this hazardous heavy metal can travel hundreds and thousands of miles,

      contaminating places far away from the sites where the pollution was originally discharged.

      Reducing other pollution from power stations may also reduce the threats from mercury to humans and

      wildlife in indirect, but equally important, ways.

      Temperature can also influence releases of mercury from contaminated sediments and soils into rivers, lakes,

      and other freshwaters, the report suggests.

      Mercury can convert to methylmercury, one of its most poisonous and hazardous forms, and build up in fish

      and other aquatic life forms with potentially harmful impacts on humans. Numerous studies have linked brain

      damage in babies to mercury poisoning of their mothers as a result of eating contaminated fish.

      Fish is still a beneficial food, and low to moderate consumption is considered safe and a healthy dietary

      practice. However, people who eat higher amounts of contaminated fish or marine mammals such as seals,

      may be at risk of mercury poisoning.

      Most people are primarily exposed to methylmercury through eating contaminated fish. However, additional

      mercury exposures can occur through dental amalgams and certain occupational activities. Also, personal

      use of skin-lightening creams and soaps; mercury use for religious, cultural and ritualistic purposes; use in

      some traditional medicines; use of vaccines and some other pharmaceuticals containing mercury

      preservatives (such as Thimerosal/Thiomersal); and mercury in the home and working environment can

      contribute to elevated exposures.

      A study of women in the United States, also cited in the new report, has found that about 1 in 12, or just

      under 5 million, have mercury levels in their bodies above the level considered safe by the U.S.

      Environmental Protection Agency.

      Just three years ago, the U.S. Research Council estimated that about 60,000 babies born each year in the

      U.S. could be at risk of brain damage, with possible impacts ranging from learning difficulties to impaired

      nervous systems. However, based on more recent exposure data published by the U.S. Centers for Disease

      Control and Prevention, some scientists think the number of at risk babies could be as high as 300,000.

      Globally the number could run into the millions.

      Klaus Toepfer, UNEP's executive director, said, "Mercury is a substance that can be transported in the

      atmosphere and in the oceans around the globe, travelling hundreds and thousands of miles from where it is

      emitted. It has long been recognized as a health hazardous substance."

      Indeed, the Mad Hatter, of Alice in Wonderland fame, was so called because hatters used mercury to

      strengthen hats and were once exposed to high levels of mercury vapors.

      "This new report, requested from UNEP by governments two years ago, shows that the global environmental

      threat to humans and wildlife has not receded despite reductions in mercury discharges, particularly in

      developed countries. Indeed it shows that the problems remain and appear, in some situations, to be

      worsening as demand for energy, the largest source of human-made mercury emissions, climbs," Toepfer

      said.

      "There are many compelling scientific, environmental, and health arguments for curbing pollution linked with

      energy production. The mercury report gives us another compelling reason to reduce society's dependence

      on carbon intensive energy supplies," he added.

      Acid rain, again often the result of power station pollution, may be aggravating the problem. High levels of

      acidity in rivers, lakes, and streams, also appear to trigger releases of mercury from soils and sediments and

      its conversion into methylmercury. The findings may explain why so many fish in parts of the world where

      acid rain has been an issue are contaminated. In southern and central Finland, for example, an estimated

      85% of pike weighing a kilo or more have methylmercury concentrations that exceed international health

      limits.

      Other important sources of mercury releases include cement production, chlor-alkali production, crematories,

      manufacture of electrical switches, thermometers, fluorescent lamps, dental amalgams, and rubbish dumps

      containing wastes such as old batteries and other mercury-containing products.

      Slash and burn agriculture and the clearing of forests may be increasing releases of mercury to rivers.

      Meanwhile, mercury contamination in parts of Europe may be affecting the tiny organisms that regulate the

      fertility of soils, says the study. This may also be having an indirect effect on climate change as soil

      microorganisms play a key role in the storage of carbon from the atmosphere.

      These are some of the findings to emerge from the global study of mercury carried out by experts for UNEP.

      The report was presented to environment ministers from across the world who attended UNEP's Governing

      Council (GC), and will form the basis for political decisions that will set the course for global action on

      mercury for years to come.

      The findings also came in advance of World Water Day, which was March 22, 2003, and organized by UNEP.

      It will be celebrated at the World Water Forum taking place in Kyoto, Japan. Here the findings will have

      special significance. Several thousand people were made ill or died in Japan in the 1950s and 60s as a result

      of eating seafood heavily contaminated by mercury in Minamata Bay.

      The experts who have compiled the report are asking governments attending the GC to consider a list of

      options for addressing the dangers of mercury. These include lowering risks by reducing or eliminating the

      production, use, and release of mercury; substituting other non-mercury based products and processes;

      launching talks for a legally-binding treaty; establishing a non-binding global program of action; and

      strengthening cooperation among governments on information-sharing, risk communication, assessment, and

      related activities.

      They also recommend around a dozen "immediate actions," including public awareness programs targeted at

      sensitive populations, such as pregnant women; waste disposal facilities for the safe destruction of

      obsolete, mercury-containing pesticides; and pollution control technologies for power stations.

      This article was prepared by Life Science Weekly editors from staff and other reports

_______________________________________________________________________________________
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Lamy hails WTO  recognition of environmental agreements 

European External Trade Commissioner Pascal Lamy says the EU is delighted at the World Trade Organisation

      (WTO) decision to allow representatives of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) and

      various Multilateral Environmental Agreements (MEA) to take part in environment-related international

      negotiations conducted within the WTO forum on an ad hoc basis. This means representatives of these

      bodies may attend meetings of the WTO Trade and Environment Committee. Commissioner Lamy stresses

      that the Doha Development Agenda is supposed to back the principle of sustainable development, which is

      why he reckons steps have to be taken to ensure the UNEP and certain MEA take part in the talks. The

      decision is also in response to a demand made during last Summer's Johannesburg World Sustainable

      Development Summit, says the Commissioner, who hopes that the ad hoc approach will become a permanent

      fixture between now and the next Ministerial-level WTO conference. This will be held in September in the

      Mexican city of Cancun. 

      The EU has long recommended the participation of these bodies, at least as observers, because the current

      negotiations could directly affect their future. The main Multilateral Environmental Agreements in question

      are: the Convention on Biodiversity, the UN Convention on Climate Change, the Basle Convention on

      Hazardous Waste, the Montreal Protocol on Ozone-depleting Substances, the Convention on International

      Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) and the International Tropical Timber

      Organisation.

_______________________________________________________________________________________
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U.N. considers introduction of 'world heritage species'
      DATELINE: NAIROBI, Feb. 22

      BODY:

      The United Nations is considering introducing the concept of 'world heritage species' to protect endangered

      apes including gorillas and orangutans, U.N. sources said Saturday.

      The idea, similar to the UNESCO list of world heritage for natural and cultural properties, is under discussion

      between the U.N. Environment Program (UNEP), headquartered in Nairobi, and the Paris-based U.N.

      Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), the sources said. 

      No orangutan habitat, for instance, is covered by the world heritage sites in the world that include natural

      parks, even though the number of such apes, believed to be between some 14,000 and 25,000 at present, is

      rapidly declining, according to the sources.

      Even in Africa, ape habitats that have UNESCO world heritage designations are limited, the sources said.

      To protect species that are on the verge of extinction, the sources said, the U.N. is trying to come up with

      universal rules that could be applied for wildlife.

      It is estimated that gorillas in the world number around 110,000, with a similar figure for chimpanzees, with

      the population of pygmy chimpanzees at 25,000 and that of mountain gorillas at less than 700, the sources

      said.

__________________________________________________________________________________________

Daily News

Landmark UNEP-SACEP agreement signed 

                    by Florence Wickramage 

                    A landmark agreement for mutual co-operation was entered into between the United

                    Nations Environment Program (UNEP) and the South Asia Co-operative Environment

                    Program (SACEP) at the recently concluded 22nd Governing Council Meeting in Nairobi,

                    Kenya. 

                    Environment and Natural Resources Minister Rukman Senanayake who led the South

                    Asian Environment Ministers' Delegation to a meeting with Kalus Toepfer, Executive

                    Director of UNEP is the current Chairman of SACEP Governing Council. 

                    Through the Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) UNEP will provide assistance

                    towards the capacity building activities; implementation of the multilateral environmental

                    agreements through regional cooperation; promoting public awareness; etc. UNEP will

                    also assist to achieve a strategy Plan for the implementation of the Secretariat's activities

                    for endorsement by the regional governments. 

                    The MoU was signed by Dr. Kalus Toepfer, Executive Director UNEP and Mahboob

                    Elahi, Director General SACEP. Associated with the MoU was the newly appointed UNEP

                    Regional Director for Asia and Pacific Mr. Surendra Shrestha. 

                    The South Asian Ministers who attended the UNEP Governing Council were Jafrul Islam

                    Chowdury, Minister of Environment & Forest, Bangladesh; Dasho Nado Rinchchen,

                    Minister of Environment, Bhutan; Kamal Prasad Chaulagain, Minister of Population and

                    Environment, Nepal and Major (Retd) Tahir Iqbal, Minister of State (in charge) for

                    Environmental Pakistan. India was represented by K.C. Misra, Secretary, Ministry of

                    Environment and Forests.

____________________________________________________________________
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Local radio ads blast power plan for Milwaukee
      BYLINE: Mike Ivey The Capital Times

Madison is 75 miles from Milwaukee but radio listeners in Dane County this week began hearing spots

      criticizing proposed coal-burning power plants along the shores of Lake Michigan.

      The radio spots feature the voice of a concerned woman warning about the serious health impacts of air

      pollution on children. Another ad claims that pollution would increase 50 percent if the project goes forward.

      The ads are aimed at derailing a plan from WE Energies of Milwaukee to build three new coal-fired power

      plants in Oak Creek as part of its $7 billion long-range energy strategy. 

      While the WE Energies proposal is facing a lengthy review by the state Public Service Commission, it is

      already generating opposition from environmental, public health and business groups. The coalition includes

      S.C. Johnson & Son Inc. of Racine and Franciscans International, a religious organization with ties to the

      United Nations and environmental issues such as global warming.

      The controversy has centered not on the need for the electricity but rather on the type of fuel to run the

      plants. The coalition -- Responsible Energy for Southeastern Wisconsin Tomorrow or RESET -- wants WE

      Energies to fuel its new Oak Creek power plants with cleaner burning natural gas rather than coal.

      Much of southeastern Wisconsin is already pushing limits of the Clean Air Act. Air pollution is a suspected

      cause of increased cases of asthma and other respiratory ailments. Groups such as All Saints Healthcare of

      Racine and Allergy & Asthma Network Mothers of Asthmatics also have joined RESET.

      Evan Zeppos, a spokesman for RESET, said Madison was included in the ad campaign to balance the push

      WE Energies is putting forward in the state Legislature. He said at least a dozen lobbyists and five public

      relations firms will be working on the issue for the utility.

      "This is very much a David and Goliath issue," he said, adding that WE Energies is expected to launch a very

      aggressive media campaign in the Milwaukee area in the next weeks.

      But WE Energies spokesman Rich Cieslak said the issue was not about who could put together the best ad

      campaign. He said it's about having a fair and honest debate about the long-term energy supply in the

      state.

      Cieslak said the WE Energies plan focuses on reliability, efficiency and environmental soundness. He said the

      proposal succeeds in all three areas.

      "These ads are implying that emissions will go up and that simply isn't true," he said.

      Cieslak said air emissions from the Oak Creek facility would actually fall by 2011 even with the additional

      1,800 megawatts of generation. The utility already operates four smaller plants at the site generating 1,200

      megawatts.

      But opponents charge that the utility is underestimating the air impacts of its coal-burning proposal.

      "We've found that when people learn the facts ... they strongly oppose the use of coal," said Dona Wininsky

      of the American Lung Association of Wisconsin.

      The WE Energies plan is designed to meet eastern Wisconsin's power needs for the next 20 to 25 years. The

      plan includes converting two coal plants in Port Washington to 500 megawatt natural gas-fired units and

      three 600-megawatt coal-fired units at a plant in Oak Creek. Both plants are on the shores of Lake

      Michigan.

      Madison Gas and Electric has an option to own about 8 percent of each of the three coal-fired power plants.

      WE Energies said it is proposing both gas and coal plants because it would help provide reliability and keep

      costs down. Construction of the plants would create 1,200 temporary jobs and 200 permanent jobs and

      would bring much-needed sources of new energy to the state, the company said.

______________________________________________________________________________________

New Straits Times (Malaysia)

February 23, 2003, Sunday

With each dying breath ...

      BYLINE: By Sumitha Martin

      IN a hundred years' time, 90 per cent of the world's languages will have   become extinct or virtually extinct. Of the world's 5,000 to 7,000 current  spoken languages, 4,000 to 5,000 are classed as indigenous.

      More than 2,500 are in danger of immediate extinction.

      Of utmost significance to mankind is the loss of indigenous languages,  warned the United Nations Environmental Programme two years ago. 

      Spoken language is how vital knowledge on the environment is passed down  from generation to generation of indigenous peoples.

      The other ways these communities convey this knowledge are through art works and handicraft design.

      Examples of such knowledge include that of the animals and plants with which they live and how to manage habitats and the land in  environmentally-friendly, sustainable ways.

      Globalisation, however, is threatening the very existence of these languages.

      Encroachment by western-style civilisation and its farming methods means that the wide variety of animals and plants, encouraged by tribal and  native people, is fast disappearing along with their genetic diversity.

      UNEP executive director Klaus Toepfer warned that the freeing up of  markets and economic growth in rich and poor countries alike was taking  place at "the expense of thousands of indigenous cultures and their

      traditions".

      "If these cultures disappear, they and their intimate relationship with  nature will be lost forever. If they disappear, the world will be a poorer    place," Toepfer said during the 21st session of UNEP's Governing Council  two years ago.

      In a UNEP report, Cultural and Spiritual Values of Biodiversity: A  Complementary Contribution to the Global Biodiversity Assessment, released that year, research including the work of hundreds of academics found, for  example, that the Turkana tribe of Kenya plans crop planting around an  intimate knowledge of the behaviour of frogs and birds.

      In West and East Africa, it was discovered that the Fulbe of Benin and  tribes in Tanzania find and encourage termite mounds to boost the  fertility and moisture content of the soil.

      The disappearance of diversity in common crops was also believed to be   linked to the extinction of indigenous languages.

      For example, researchers discovered that there were 13 known varieties of asparagus in 1903 but only one 80 years later.

      Similarly, there were 287 varieties of carrot in 1903 but this has  fallen to just 21 today.

      The report also suggested that new sources of medicines may also be lost as many indigenous peoples have intimate, local knowledge of plants, such  as herbs, trees and flowers, and parts of animals. Such knowledge could give clues to new drugs for the West.

      To linguist David Graddol, a top-down system of sharing knowledge, for  example, from a development agency to a local community, does not provide  for the knowledge of the local community to be sustained.

      "When things are actually done in local languages, perhaps we could  learn a lot more," he says, adding that while English may be an important  language for co-ordinating multi-national agencies and such, it should not  hinder locals.

      In fact, Graddol believes that there is no reason why indigenous communities cannot be equipped with Internet access.

      The UNEP report also linked a profusion of languages with a wealth of  wildlife, underscoring how native peoples have thrived on a rich natural  environment and managed it for the benefit of animals and plants.

      Other indigenous communities which were the subject of case studies in  the report include the Aka pygmies of the Central African Republic, native  farmers of the Andean mountains and the Tlingit People of North West   North America.

      Around a third, or 32 per cent of the world's spoken languages, are  found in Asia; 30 per cent in Africa; 19 per cent in the Pacific; 15 per  cent in the Americas; and three per cent in Europe.

      The most languages are spoken in Papua New Guinea, where 847 different tongues are used.

      This is followed by Indonesia, 655; Nigeria, 376; India, 309; Australia,  261; Mexico, 230; Cameroon, 201; Brazil, 185; Zaire, 158 and the  Philippines, 153.

      The main ones under threat are those with 1,000 speakers or fewer, with the mother tongue only spoken by older members of the tribe and

      increasingly shunned by the young.

      Graddol calls the languages of small communities with just a few hundred  speakers "little languages".

      The fate of these little languages lies in the hands of developing  countries like Malaysia which, he says, is filled with such communities,  particularly in Sabah and Sarawak.

      "People will be increasingly looking to developing countries and expecting quite high standards, not just with regards to environmental   issues but also issues like cultural and linguistic diversity".

      GRAPHIC: (STF) - The world's languages are becoming extinct at an alarming rate. Ofparticular significance

      to mankind is the loss of knowledge whichindigenous languages convey, reports SUMITHA MARTIN. At risk:

      The fate of 'little languages' - the languages of smallcommunities - lies in the hands of developing countries.

      File pictureshows a Penan family at a settlement in Mulu, Miri, weaving handicraft tobe sold to tourists.

      Graddol: Learning from local languages.

_____________________________________________________________________________________
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Your views n letters to the editor
      Association supports removal of delta dike

      I would like to congratulate the Nisqually National Wildlife Refuge staff for their exceptionally fine planning

      efforts. The draft comprehensive plan now under consideration has the potential to benefit the Nisqually

      Delta for many decades to come.

      The Nisqually Delta Association was founded more than 30 years ago to help establish, and then defend,

      that area from what would have been destructive industrial developments. Today we say: Save the wildlife

      refuge for the wildlife. We would like to see the adoption of a plan that would restore as much salt marsh as

      possible.

      We support the proposal to remove the dike trail and restore the natural movement of tidal waters.

      Scientific studies indicate that such a plan would significantly improve the health of the delta. Plentiful hiking

      opportunities would still be available for people.

      Over the last 150 years of Western development, 80 percent of Puget Sound's saltwater wetlands have

      been destroyed.

      These estuaries are some of the richest biological treasures on the planet, and without them, salmon

      recovery simply cannot succeed.

      Tom Skjervold, president, Nisqually Delta Association

      Lawmakers should pass mercury reduction bill

      In response to the recent story "Lawmakers asked to get the mercury out," it's important to know that there

      is another bill focusing on mercury as an environmental health threat.

      The Mercury Reduction and Education Act - House Bill 1002 and Senate Bill 5124 - is designed to remove or

      reduce exposures to mercury.

      The American Public Health Association, the American Academy of Pediatrics and the U.N. Environmental

      Program have all identified mercury (in particular, methylmercury) as a potent hazard.

      It is especially hazardous to pregnant women and children, putting them at risk for birth defects and learning

      disabilities.

      The Mercury Reduction and Education Act addresses some of the major sources of mercury, especially in

      consumer products like thermometers and thermostats and in automobile switches. It sets guidelines for

      manufacturers to phase out mercury from production and for safe disposal practices, which will take the

      pressure off municipalities and taxpayers to bear the cost of cleanup.

      The bill also promotes the state's leadership in using nonmercury products when possible. There are

      cost-effective alternatives, which make this very practical as well as protective of public health. One of the

      great concerns is that mercury can enter our waterways, endangering the health of our fisheries.

      The Food and Drug Administration has warned pregnant women and women of childbearing age to not eat

      shark, swordfish and mackerel.

      Washington has the opportunity to take preventive measures to protect our health and the health of salmon

      populations. We need to urge our legislators to pass this bill.

      Lin Nelson, Olympia

_______________________________________________________________________________________

Le Monde

Les experts étudient l'effet socio-économique de l'évolution du climat
              Le Groupe intergouvernemental sur l'évolution du climat (GIEC) se réunit à Paris. Son président, l'Indien

              Rajendra Pachauri, prône, dans un entretien au "Monde", l'adoption de technologies propres par les pays du Sud. Et d'intégrer les sciences sociales à la recherche.

              Quel est l'état de la connaissance scientifique sur le changement climatique ? 

              Depuis les rapports du Groupe intergouvernemental sur l'évolution du climat (GIEC) de 1990 et de 1995, la compréhension du système climatique s'est beaucoup améliorée.   Il y a un fait que nous ne pouvons ignorer : la concentration de gaz à effet de serre dans l'atmosphère est à un niveau jamais atteint depuis sans doute dix millions d'années. Et cela devrait provoquer un réchauffement allant de 1,4 à 5,8 degrés d'ici un  siècle, ce qui est énorme.

              Une chose est importante : l'impact du changement climatique ne sera pas uniforme sur tout le globe, en raison  des différences de fonctionnement du cycle de l'eau et des précipitations ici et là.

              Par exemple, il se pourrait que dans l'hémisphère nord on note un accroissement des précipitations en hiver,  sous forme de pluies plutôt que de neige, ce qui multiplierait les possibilités d'inondations. Et faute de neige en  hiver, il y aurait moins d'eau au printemps et les sécheresses pourraient se produire en été.

              Que pensez-vous des critiques de la théorie du changement climatique ?

              Il y a environ trois cents ans, une Société de la terre plate a été fondée par ceux qui ne croyaient pas à la

              rotondité de la planète. Cette société existe toujours, elle doit compter une dizaine de membres.

              Quelles sont les principales incertitudes ?

              Nous ne savons pas avec précision où est absorbé le gaz carbonique émis par l'humanité : dans les océans,  dans la végétation, mais combien ? Un autre domaine d'incertitude est celui des impacts régionaux du changement climatique. Les pays devront agir et changer leur politique. Ce sera plus facile s'ils comprennent l'effet que pourrait avoir le changement climatique dans leur région. Une troisième incertitude porte sur le cycle de l'eau : nous ne savons pas exactement dans quelle mesure le régime des précipitations va être affecté, non  seulement dans leur volume, mais aussi dans leurs variations d'année en année.

              Le protocole de Kyoto ne suffira pas à stabiliser la concentration des gaz à effet de serre dans l'atmosphère.   Qu'en est-il ?

              C'est exact. Le protocole représente un pas important, parce que pour la première fois un grand nombre de pays ont décidé de mener une action  collective dans ce domaine. Mais pendant toutes ces années on s'est focalisé sur ce traité, sans prêter attention au but à long terme, qui est de stabiliser cette concentration. Même si nous arrivons à stabiliser les émissions de gaz d'ici vingt ou vingt-cinq ans, le changement climatique  continuera pendant un siècle. Si nous réalisons quelque chose aujourd'hui, ce n'est pas suffisant.

              Comment le travail du GIEC va-t-il évoluer dans les prochaines années ?

              Nous allons approfondir les parties du rapport du GIEC, qui concernent les impacts socio-économiques du changement climatique et les moyens de  les atténuer. Il y a là de grandes incertitudes. Par exemple, nous ne savons pas ni le coût qu'entraînerait l'inondation par la mer de 20 % du territoire  du Bangladesh ni quel effet cela aurait sur la société. Il nous faut comprendre ces phénomènes, les évaluer sur les plans économique et social. Les  spécialistes de la science atmosphérique ont jusque-là prédominé dans l'étude des changements climatiques, alors que les sciences sociales ne s'y  sont pas assez intéressées. De même, nous n'avons pas assez travaillé sur la technologie : quels choix technologiques aurons-nous dans le futur ?

              Quelle politique énergétique faudra-t-il développer ? L'action concrète dans les différents pays ne pourra se faire que si les gens comprennent ces  enjeux.

              Votre travail deviendra-t-il plus politique ?

              Nous ne devons pas être des prescripteurs de bonne politique, nous sommes là pour proposer des options. Nous devons par exemple être capables  de dire, si l'on développe les piles à combustible à tel coût en 2015, voilà quel en sera le bénéfice ; si l'on développe les cellules photovoltaïques ou les centrales électriques solaires, le prix peut en être diminué jusqu'à tel niveau, voilà quel en serait l'effet. Mais notre rôle n'est pas de recommander des choix.

              Le changement climatique influe-t-il sur la politique de l'Inde ?

              Le gouvernement devient vraiment concerné par le sujet. Les parlementaires ont constitué un forum sur l'environnement. Mais on n'en fait pas assez, en Inde comme dans les autres pays en développement. La connaissance du problème n'est pas assez diffusée et il y a réel déficit  d'éducation. Nous avons aussi besoin de partenariats pour trouver des technologies nouvelles.

              L'Inde ou la Chine pourront-elles ne pas utiliser leurs réserves de charbon ?

              C'est très peu probable. Mais nous devons utiliser le charbon avec des technologies très différentes. Par exemple, on pourrait le gazéifier, ce qui  produit moins d'émissions. Et utiliser ce gaz dans des centrales à cycle combiné, qui ont un rendement bien meilleur que les centrales électriques à charbon. Il faut donc développer des technologies propres.

              Propos recueillis par Hervé Kempf

              En France, un hiver original 

              L'hiver, en France, a été marqué par d'inhabituelles variations de température. Le mois de décembre 2002 a été exceptionnellement doux, avec un  excédent de 6 à 7 degrés par rapport aux moyennes habituelles. Il n'a gelé, par exemple, qu'un seul jour à Clermont-Ferrand en décembre, quand généralement, il gèle un jour sur deux. Du jamais-vu depuis 1923. A Paris, le mercure a grimpé, le 22 et le 26 décembre, à 15,1 degrés, battant le  précédent record de 14,9 degrés, en 1909. L'ensemble du pays a connu la même vague de douceur liée aux flux venus du golfe de Gascogne et de la  péninsule ibérique. A contrario, au cours des derniers jours, les températures étaient inférieures de 5 degrés aux valeurs normales, conséquence des

              vents froids venus d'Europe centrale. "Ces variantes ne sont pas alarmantes", indique Patrick Galois, prévisionniste à Météo France, qui précise  toutefois que,"conséquence directe" du réchauffement climatique à l'échelle du globe, "les périodes douces seront plus fréquentes" en France.
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Le Monde

Une organisation internationale hybride et influente (GIEC - IPCC)
Parmi les centaines de planètes qui gravitent dans la galaxie des organisations internationales, le GIEC (Groupe intergouvernemental sur l'évolution du climat, IPCC en anglais) est sans doute une des plus étranges : hybride de science et de politique, il établit tous les cinq ans un rapport sur la machine atmosphérique. Ses épais volumes d'un abord ardu ont eu une influence énorme. En 1990, son premier rapport affirmait qu'il était très probable que l'humanité, par ses émissions de gaz à effet de serre, induise un changement climatique aux effets sans doute ravageurs. 

Ce constat allait conduire en 1992 à la Convention sur le climat, qui fixait l'objectif d'une stabilisation de ces émissions. Le deuxième rapport du GIEC, en 1995, confirmait le précédent, et deux ans plus tard, à Kyoto, la communauté internationale adoptait un protocole fixant pour 2010 un objectif de réduction de 5 % des émissions par les pays développés. 

En 2001, son troisième rapport est intervenu alors que la nouvelle administration Bush cherchait à casser le protocole de Kyoto : cette tentative échouait à Bonn, en juillet, quand la commauté internationale maintenait son soutien au Protocole.

Le GIEC a été créé en 1988 par l'Organisation météorologique internationale et le Programme des Nations unies pour l'environnement. Il est constitué comme un réseau de scientifiques. Un secrétariat basé à Genève s'occupe de la coordination entre trois groupes de travail qui assurent chacun la réalisation d'une partie du rapport.

Le premier s'intéresse au système climatique lui-même et à son changement. Le second étudie les conséquences sur la société et l'économie du changement climatique. Le dernier explore les techniques de limitation des émissions et d'adaptation au changement climatique. Chaque groupe rassemble des spécialistes du domaine, qui font appel à un réseau d'autres chercheurs à travers le monde. 

Le GIEC ne fait pas de recherche lui-même, mais rassemble et synthétise les données publiées dans les revues scientifiques. Son prochain rapport sera publié en 2007. Chaque bilan est synthétisé dans un "résumé pour les décideurs" dont le texte précis fait l'objet d'une négociation entre les représentants du gouvernement.

Le GIE a pris un nouveau visage en 2002 avec l'élection comme président de Rajendra Pachauri, un Indien. Ses prédécesseurs étaient occidentaux. De surcroît, M. Pachauri est ingénieur en mécanique et économiste, et non physicien de l'atmosphère. 

Ces qualités annoncent une mutation dans la vie du GIEC : d'une part, l'organisation veut se tourner davantage vers les pays du Sud. Pour l'instant, ceux-ci ne fournissent qu'un tiers des chercheurs impliqués dans le GIEC ; d'autre part, l'organisation devrait s'intéresser beaucoup plus aux questions de l'impact du changement climatique sur les pays et des moyens de s'y adapter.

La question devient urgente dès lors où la survenue du changement climatique est considérée comme certaine. Cette nouvelle orientation devrait être actée lors de l'assemblée plénière du GIEC qui se tient à Paris jusqu'à vendredi. 

Hervé Kempf

* ARTICLE PARU DANS L'EDITION DU 21.02.03
__________________________________________________________________________________________

Reuters

Worst Afghan drought in decades ends in the north
  KABUL - Afghanistan's worst drought in three decades is ending in the north of the country and signs look promising for the impoverished south after snow and extensive rain this winter, U.N. experts and officials say. 

  Glacier-fed rivers in the north are filling up and farmers planted wheat as early as December when the first rains fell in the agriculture intensive areas of Kunduz, Baghlan and Takhar, experts from the U.N. Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) and the government  found in a nationwide farm survey. 

  The northern region had already received fair rains last year for the first time since the drought started in 1998 and a recovery had begun. 

  This year's rains, which have continued through January and this month, have replenished key aquifers in a swath of land stretching from Faizabad in the extreme north east down to Herat in the west. 

  "So with quite a good degree of confidence, we can say the drought cycle in the north has broken," Raphye Favre, a consultant with the   FAO, told Reuters. 

  He said the crops sown by northern farmers, many of whom have borrowed from moneylenders, would need more rain in the spring, but  things looked promising. 

  Government officials hope an end to the drought might also spur factional fighters to return to farming. 

  "With the plenty of rain and snow we are getting, we are hopeful a number will go back to their agricultural life," said President Hamid  Karzai's chief of staff, Tayeb Jawad. 

  "The drought actually pushed a lot of people from their villages and farmlands," he said. "This will be an incentive for them to go back to  their traditional way of life. The drought is nearly over in the north." 

  Militia armies of regional warlords are widely seen as the biggest threat to Karzai's transitional administration as it struggles to enforce its  writ beyond the capital. 

  The crushing drought, exacerbated by conflict, turned much of Afghanistan's fertile farmland into desert, with both surface and ground  water resources drying up in mountain valleys and plains for the first time since 1970-71. 

  Families were forced to sell land, livestock and water pumps and many moved to cities or even neighbouring Pakistan in search of  livelihoods. 

  Orchards withered away for lack of water. More than two decades of fighting in Afghanistan also took a toll, with dams and irrigation  networks damaged or completely destroyed. 

  A U.N. environmental report released last month said the drought had destroyed arable land, lowered water tables, desiccated wetlands  and caused widespread soil erosion and loss of wildlife. 

  Favre said for the first time in four years, there were signs of a recovery in the south, which along with central Afghanistan, took the brunt  of the drought. 

  "Last year, the rains failed in the south. The positive thing now is that rains are covering the whole country, and rivers have started  flowing in the south too. We are moving toward a recovery." 

  Reservoirs have finally started filling again in the southern provinces of Kandahar and Helmand, and fields have been sown in Farah and  Nimroz. But it will take time for reservoirs which have completely dried up in places like as Kandahar to fill up. 

  "The surface water is quite good, but when you talk about ground water, aquifers, it will probably take 18 months to replenish," Favre  said. 

  The government says a clear picture in the south will take time to emerge. 

  Favre said the survey team that toured Zabul, one of the worst affected southern provinces, last month found several villages deserted. 

"When we went out to interview the villages, we did not find anybody to interview because the whole population has migrated." __________________________________________________________________________________________ ROAP Media Update - 24 February 2003


Topical News Issues
Landmark UNEP-SACEP agreement signed 
Daily News (Sri Lanka), Feb 22, 2003 (by Florence Wickramage) - A landmark agreement for mutual co-operation was entered into between the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) and the South Asia Co-operative Environment Program (SACEP) at the recently concluded 22nd Governing Council Meeting in Nairobi, Kenya. 
Environment and Natural Resources Minister Rukman Senanayake who led the South Asian Environment Ministers' Delegation to a meeting with Kalus Toepfer, Executive Director of UNEP is the current Chairman of SACEP Governing Council. 
…The MoU was signed by Dr. Kalus Toepfer, Executive Director UNEP and Mahboob Elahi, Director General SACEP. Associated with the MoU was the newly appointed UNEP Regional Director for Asia and Pacific Mr. Surendra Shrestha.
http://origin.dailynews.lk/2003/02/22/new15.html 

Worst Afghan drought in decades ends in the north
AFGHANISTAN: February 24, 2003 - KABUL - Afghanistan's worst drought in three decades is ending in the north of the country and signs look promising for the impoverished south after snow and extensive rain this winter, U.N. experts and officials say.

..."A U.N. environmental report released last month said the drought had destroyed arable land, lowered water tables, desiccated wetlands and caused widespread soil erosion and loss of wildlife."
http://www.planetark.org/dailynewsstory.cfm/newsid/19925/story.htm 
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Le Monde, 21 février, page 23:

Les experts étudient l'effet socio-économique de l'évolution du climat

Le Groupe intergouvernemental sur l'évolution du climat (GIEC) se réunit à Paris. Son président, l'Indien Rajendra Pachauri, prône, dans un entretien au "Monde", l'adoption de technologies propres par les pays du Sud. Et d'intégrer les sciences sociales à la recherche.

http://www.lemonde.fr/article/0,5987,3244--310031-,00.html
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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 Marie Okabe, Associate Spokesman for the  Secretary-General.

           Good afternoon.

           **Secretary-General in Paris

           This morning at 7:30 a.m., the Secretary-General met for over an hour with the Presidents of South Africa,

     Rwanda and the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), to discuss ways to advance the peace process in the  DRC.  The proliferation of armed groups in the eastern part of the country is destabilizing the situation and undermining the peace process, they agreed.  The Secretary-General felt that the mandate of the UN Mission in the country might  have to be strengthened to address that problem.  In the end, stability could best be achieved by the establishment of a broad-based government, formed through the inter-Congolese dialogue, which could extend its control to all parts of  the country.

           The Secretary-General then attended the final working session of the Africa-France Summit.  In the margins,  he held a series of bilateral meetings, beginning with meeting with the President of Burundi, Pierre Buyoya, with whom  he discussed ways to accelerate the peace process in that country.  He then spoke with President Idriss Deby of Chad on the current state of relations between Chad and the neighbouring Central African Republic.

           The Secretary-General then met with the new Prime Minister of Côte d’Ivoire, Seydou Diarra, who described  his efforts to form a government of national unity, along the lines agreed in Paris last month.  He stressed the urgent  need to assure the public and to get the economy back on track.  The Secretary-General said that a UN team would  arrive in Abidjan soon to assess the security situation in the country, and he had asked that two UN human rights  experts be part of that team.

           At the close of the Summit, the Secretary-General joined President Jacques Chirac of France, South African  President Thabo Mbeki and President Paul Biya of Cameroon for a concluding press conference.  Asked what can be  done to make more men aware of their responsibilities regarding AIDS, the Secretary-General said it was a question of  leadership, at the national, as well as at the community, level. He cited Senegal, Uganda and Botswana as countries   that have taken positive action and said, “All around the continent, there are good practices that we can learn.”

           He then returned to his hotel, where in the late afternoon he was scheduled to meet the Foreign Minister of

     Saudi Arabia, Prince Saud al Faisal.  That meeting has taken place.  We have the transcript of his press conference.   It’s on our Web site right now because we’re unable to make copies, due to our broken copy machine.

           **Security Council

           Here in New York, the Security Council is holding consultations on Côte d’Ivoire. At the Secretary-General’s  request, Kieran Prendergast, Under-Secretary- General for Political Affairs, briefed Council members on the political, security, humanitarian and human rights  dimensions.

           The Secretary-General, as we mentioned a few minutes ago, is sending a multidisciplinary technical

     assessment mission to Côte d'Ivoire to gather the necessary information on the ground, which would enable him to prepare recommendations to the Security Council on the role the United Nations could play to support the     implementation of the Linas-Marcoussis Agreement.  That was reached last month, as you know, in France.  The

     mission is scheduled to depart tomorrow and remain in Côte d’Ivoire until 5 March.

           Meanwhile, discussions are under way on a possible human rights inquiry mission to the country.  A press

     statement on Côte d’Ivoire is expected to be read by the Security Council President, following the consultations.

                 **Iraq

           Turning to Iraq, today, a UN Monitoring, Verification and Inspection Commission (UNMOVIC) missile team  inspected the Musaayib Power Station to check for possible storage of missile-related items.  An UNMOVIC biological   team carried out an aerial inspection of two sites to the west and north-west of Baghdad.  The International Atomic  Energy Agency (IAEA)interviewed two members of Iraq’s former gas centrifuge programme.  One was an engineer and  the other a magnet specialist. We have the note upstairs.

           **IAEA/Iran

           The Director of the IAEA, Mohamed ElBaradei, began a three-day visit to Iran today, at the invitation of the Iranian Government.  He visited the site of Nartanz, which the Iranian authorities described as a uranium-enrichment  facility that is under construction.  Tomorrow, Mr. ElBaradei will meet with Iranian President Mohammed Khatami and other senior officials, and, on Sunday, he will wrap up his visit with a press conference at 10 a.m., local time in Teheran.

           **Ethiopia

           A humanitarian appeal for Ethiopia from the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs.  With crop  production down drastically across the Tigray region of Ethiopia as a result of poor and erratic rainfall, combined with reduced agricultural input use, over 2 million people, or 60 per cent of the region's population, are at risk of hunger during this year.  Unless further food contributions are received, relief food stocks are expected to run out around  March and April.

           **Human Rights

           High Commissioner for Human Rights Sergio Vieira de Mello will begin an official three-day visit to Pakistan,  starting next Monday, which will be immediately followed by a two-day visit to Burundi.  The visits are at the invitation  of the Governments.

           In Pakistan, the High Commissioner will meet with the President and other senior officials, as well as UN and  non-governmental organization representatives. He will deliver a speech in Islamabad on current human rights  challenges and will visit an Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) camp in Peshawar,  and, on 25 February, he will inaugurate in Islamabad the eleventh workshop on regional cooperation on human rights in  the Asia-Pacific Region.

           The High Commissioner yesterday also expressed his concern at reports about the killing of 28 Palestinians  in recent days in Gaza.  As he has said on many occasions, such indiscriminate use of force in civilian areas can never be justified.  Mr. Vieira de Mello strongly reiterated his call to the Israeli authorities to cease such actions, which   can only damage any possible peace process in the region, and he appealed to all parties to refrain from any further  violent action.

           **Press Releases

           A couple of press releases to flag.  The United Nations Development Fund for Women, UNIFEM, and the Joint UN Programme on HIV/AIDS, today launched a new Web site on gender and HIV/AIDS.  The web portal is a “one stop  shop” on the gender dimensions of the HIV/AIDS epidemic and aims to provide researchers, policy-makers and  practitioners with the latest information in a user-friendly informative format.  We have a press release on that with

     more details.

           We also have a press release from UN-Habitat, the Human Settlements Programme, announcing an increase in funding from the Government of the Netherlands.  The new funds will be used in programmes aimed at urban poverty reduction, urban youth development, slum upgrading and urban governance.

           **Week Ahead

           And then we have the Week Ahead, our weekly feature.  In it, we’d just like to flag one thing, which is that the  Secretary-General is being represented at the Summit of the Non-Aligned Movement in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, by  Lakhdar Brahimi, Special Representative for Afghanistan, and by Iqbal Riza, his chief of staff.  On Monday, Mr. Brahimi  is expected to deliver a message on the Secretary-General’s behalf.

           **Security Briefing

           Finally, I think we had announced this earlier to all of you, there will be a general briefing on security issues  today at 1:15 p.m. in Conference Room 3, and those of you who are correspondents at the United Nations are invited  to attend, in your individual capacity as people who work in this Building.  However, since this is an internal briefing for United Nations staff, you cannot use the briefing for any on-the-record information, and we ask that those of you who  go to the briefing respect that.

           Thank you very much. Any questions?

                 **Questions and Answers

           Question:  What time is that briefing?

           Associate Spokesman:  It’s 1:15 in Conference Room 3, and it’s open to all staff at United Nations

     Headquarters.

           Question:  Can you comment on reports from Baghdad that the United Nations evacuated half of its

     humanitarian staff during last two weeks?

           Associate Spokesman:  What I can tell you about the situation of the staff is that there are nearly 700

     international civilian staff still in Iraq, though the numbers do fluctuate from day to day due to rotations of weapons  inspectors and staff.  There are now about 650, more than 650 international staff, which includes humanitarian staff, as  well as the UNMOVIC and IAEA staff.  As we had mentioned earlier, we decided that until the situation on the ground  became clear, we would allow staff who wanted to leave Iraq to do so.  And so this is being done on a voluntary basis,  and, as you can tell with the large number still on the ground, many staff members are staying.  According to the United Nations Security Coordinator’s Office, all operations are being provided at full capacity.

           Question:  How many left voluntarily?  Do you know?

           Associate Spokesman:  Probably several, maybe a couple hundred ...  I don’t have the exact number.

           Question:  When we asked, the United Nations official said there were 1,000 civilian staff working with the “oil-for-food” programme.  Would that be accurate as of a couple days ago?

           Associate Spokesman:  Before this voluntary notice went out, there might have been that many.  But as I

     said, even though I’m giving you this number today, it could rise again.

           Question:  When did this voluntary notice go out?

           Associate Spokesman:  It was earlier this month.

           Question:  Can you tell us what the travel alert said?  What kind of wording you put forth to the employees?

           Associate Spokesman:  I don’t think that’s the kind of information we would be putting out in public.

           Question:  Is this being called an evacuation?

           Associate Spokesman:  No, there is no evacuation.  What I said is what I just mentioned a few minutes ago. 

     We simply advised our staff that those who wished to leave can do so.

           Question:  Is there something unusual about the situation?

           Associate Spokesman:  Only that until the situation becomes clear, it was meant to give the staff the choice

     to stay depending on their comfort level.  It was that kind of an advisory.

           Question:  Besides the U2 surveillance planes that we have in Iraq, did the Germans, French, Russian commit  to provide more planes to the inspectors?

           Associate Spokesman:  I don’t have any information on that.  You’d have to check with Mr. Blix’s office on  that.

           Question:  This advisory to the staff.  You say that some have gone on vacation, and they might be returning. 

     My understanding was, according to the advisory, once they go on vacation, they were asked not to return unless it  was crucial.

           Associate Spokesman:  Well, let me just clarify.  A number of staff did leave.  What I was trying to point out  was the fact that the numbers fluctuate depending on rotation, rotation of the inspectors, rotation of humanitarian staff.

     So it’s not a figure that’s set in stone.  Today, for instance, there are more than 600 -- there are just under 700 actually -- international staff on the ground.  And that number can go up; it can go down.  So, I just prefer that you didn’t report

     it as a figure that was set in stone.  Let’s leave it at that.

           Question:  No, I’m just confused because, even with this advisory, you might still be bringing in fresh people.

           Associate Spokesman:  No new staff are being assigned to work.  In other words, the rotation is based on the  staff that are slated to be coming in and out.

           Question:  Do you have a number of those that have accepted this voluntary notice to leave if they wanted to?   And do you have any idea if there’s been a blip, a sudden increase, or how much of an increase in people taking you  up on this voluntary offer in the last day or week?  And what are United Nations supervisors in the field telling these   people to do?  How are they advising if somebody says, “I don’t know.”?  Are they under instructions to suggest, for

     instance, that it might be better to leave the country than stay in it?

           Associate Spokesman:  There were a lot of questions on a subject matter that we usually wouldn’t be

     commenting on.  I think I gave my preliminary response because there were some reports on the wires that needed to  be clarified.  But I think I’ll save any further details.  We usually don’t comment on these kinds of issues.  But I simply  wanted to clarify that there is no evacuation, that the staff, the hundreds that are there, are still operating at full  capacity.  The numbers fluctuate, but there are currently still under 700.  And that is where I think I would like to leave it now.

           Question:  The oil-for-food programme.  Is that being taken care of?

           Associate Spokesman:  The bulk of the humanitarian staff are oil-for-food programme staff members.

           Question:  What is the United Nations doing about this group of civil society that has arrived to act as a

     human shield?  Are there any figures on that, and how do they fit into the overall picture?  That going to complicate  things?

           Associate Spokesman:  I have no information on that.  It’s not something that we have been informed of

     firsthand.  I mean, I’ve probably been reading about it in the press reports like you have.

           No more questions?  Have a good weekend.

           [Note:  Following the briefing, a clarification was announced concerning staff in Iraq.  Specifically, it was

     announced that staff members assigned to Iraq but currently out of that country would only return if their presence was  deemed crucial for operations.]

                                              * *** *

__________________________________________________________________________________________
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F R I D A Y    H I G H L I G H T S
*
DR of Congo: Annan mulls stronger UN mandate to counter rise in armed groups

*
Annan calls on African leaders to ensure men play full role in fight against AIDS

*
UN launches first comprehensive web site on gender and HIV/AIDS

*
Iraq: UN to order destruction of banned missiles

*
In Iran, IAEA chief sees uranium enrichment facility under construction
*
Security Council calls on Ivoirian parties to respect peace accord

*
Ethiopia: UN appeals for food contributions to avert crisis for 2 million people

*
After moving 10,000 refugees inland, UN to close two border camps in Burundi

*
Top UN human rights official to visit Pakistan, Burundi

*
UN envoy for children and armed conflict to visit Sierra Leone

*
Netherlands donates $8.4 million to UN agency for urban growth

*
UN task force seeks to boost use of information technology for development

* * * * 

DR of Congo

21 February – Secretary-General Kofi Annan said today the mandate of the United Nations peacekeeping mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) might have to be strengthened because of the proliferation of armed groups in the eastern part of the country.

The Secretary-General, in Paris to attend the Africa-France summit, met for over an hour with Presidents Thabo Mbeki of South Africa, Paul Kagame of Rwanda and Joseph Kabila of the DRC to discuss ways to advance the peace process in the DRC.

According to a UN spokesperson, the leaders agreed that the proliferation of the armed groups was destabilizing the situation and undermining the peace process.

In the end, stability can best be achieved by the establishment of a broad-based government, formed through the inter-Congolese dialogue, which can extend its control to all parts of the country.

Mr. Annan also attended the summit’s final working session and held a series of bilateral meetings, beginning with President Pierre Buyoya of Burundi, with whom he discussed ways to accelerate the peace process in that country.

With President Idriss Deby of Chad, the Secretary-General discussed relations between that country and neighbouring Central African Republic (CAR). Thousands of refugees have poured into southern Chad to escape fighting between CAR government troops and rebel forces.

Mr. Annan then met with the new Prime Minister of Côte d’Ivoire, Seydou Diarra, who described his efforts to form a Government of national unity along the lines agreed last month in Paris in a bid to end fighting in the country.

The Secretary-General “stressed the urgent need to assure the public and to get the economy back on track,” spokesperson Marie Okabe told a press briefing at UN Headquarters in New York. He also said a UN team would arrive soon to assess the security situation, and that he had asked that two UN human rights experts be part of that team, she added.

Mr. Annan later met with the Foreign Minister of Saudi Arabia, Prince Saud al Faisal.

* * *
HIV/AIDS

21 February – United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today called on African leaders, from the national level on down to the communities, to ensure that men assume their full responsibilities in the battle against the spread of HIV/AIDS.

“On the question of AIDS, as I made clear, the leaders have responsibility. Obviously, each society will have to approach it in its own way, taking into account its own culture and organizations,” Mr. Annan said at a press conference held at the close of the three-day Africa-France summit in Paris. Joining the Secretary-General were Presidents Jacques Chirac of France, Thabo Mbeki of South Africa and Paul Biya of Cameroon.

Asked what could be done to make African men to practice safe sex in a continent where for the most part women have no power to force them to do so, the Secretary-General noted that there are African countries that have demonstrated that it can be done. “From Senegal to Uganda, and Botswana is taking very seriously the issue,” he said. “All around the continent, there are good practices that one can learn.”

Mr. Annan also stressed that AIDS is hitting Africa’s women much harder than men. “When I plead with leaders that we should empower women, we should respect their rights, we should give them the opportunity to take charge of their own lives, help them in doing that, I would hope that this is something that you plug back in to national policies,” he said.

* * *

HIV/AIDS

21 February – Furthering efforts to place gender equality at the core of the fight against HIV/AIDS, the United Nations today launched its first comprehensive web portal that promotes understanding, knowledge sharing, and action on the epidemic as a gender and human rights issue.

“I believe that one of the most powerful HIV vaccines available today is women’s empowerment,” Noeleen Heyzer, Executive Director of the UN Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM), said in announcing the launch of the web site. “By bringing knowledge and information to the global community, we are able to empower women.”

Developed by UNIFEM in collaboration with the Joint UN Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS), the portal will provide researchers, policy-makers and practitioners access to cutting edge information.

“This online resource centre is a practical step forward by UNIFEM and UNAIDS together, designed to help improve the support for the millions of women around the world living with HIV and affected by the epidemic,” UNAIDS Executive Director Peter Piot said.

Globally, half of all adults living with HIV/AIDS are women, and the UN agencies noted that the epidemic disproportionately affects women and adolescent girls who are socially, culturally, biologically and economically more vulnerable, and who shoulder the burden of caring for the sick and dying.

User-friendly, informative and interactive, the site offers research, training materials, surveys, advocacy tools, current news and opinion pieces by leading experts, and women’s stories from the field.

* * *

Iraq: inspections

21 February – A top United Nations weapons inspector, Hans Blix, is expected to order Iraq, possibly as early as today, to destroy its Al Samoud 2 missiles because they could exceed the 150 kilometre-range limit mandated by Security Council resolutions.

Ewen Buchanan, a spokesman for Mr. Blix, said he hoped a letter would be sent to the Iraqi authorities on Friday saying that the UN has “found this missile to be banned and therefore it must now be destroyed.”
“We would have to oversee the destruction of these missiles,” he told UN Radio.
Mr. Blix, Executive Chairman of the UN Monitoring, Verification and Inspection Commission (UNMOVIC), reported to the Security Council on 14 February that a group of missile experts he had convened concluded unanimously that, based on the data provided by Iraq, the two declared variants of the Al Samoud 2 missile could exceed the proscribed range.

Mr. Blix also plans to deliver a list of 30 unresolved disarmament issues to UNMOVIC’s’ College of Commissioners on Monday, including the question of how much banned anthrax and VX nerve gas Iraq made and what happened to it, Mr. Buchanan said.

Meanwhile in Iraq, UN inspectors continued their search for evidence of banned weapons of mass destruction. An UNMOVIC missile team visited the Musaayib Power Station to check for possible storage of missile-related items, and a biological team carried out an aerial inspection of two sites to the west and northwest of Baghdad.

A team from the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) interviewed two members of Iraq’s former gas centrifuge programme. One was an engineer, the other a magnet specialist.

* * *

Iran

21 February – The head of the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), Mohamed ElBaradei, began a long-scheduled visit to Iran today, starting with a trip to a site that the authorities describe as a uranium enrichment facility under construction.

Mr. ElBaradei’s three-day trip, which included the visit to Natanz, is at the invitation of the Iranian Government and was originally slated for December before being rescheduled for this month, an IAEA spokesman in New York said.

The IAEA Director-General is scheduled to meet with President Mohammed Khatami and other senior officials tomorrow before wrapping up his visit Sunday with a press conference.

* * *
Côte d’Ivoire


21 February – Expressing deep concern at the humanitarian and economic consequences of the crisis in Côte d’Ivoire for the whole West African region, members of the United Nations Security Council today called again on all Ivoirian political forces to immediately implement the peace agreement signed and adopted last month in France.


In a press statement, the current President of the 15-member body, Ambassador Gunter Pleuger of Germany, said Council members encouraged the newly appointed Ivoirian Prime Minister to continue his efforts towards the establishment of a balanced and stable government.

Ambassador Pleuger also said the Council had been briefed on the results of the first two meetings of the committee tasked with monitoring the implementation of the French-brokered Linas-Marcoussis Agreement. Council members expressed their satisfaction that the committee has been promptly established and is now fully operational, and called for cooperation from all Ivoirian parties, he said. 

“They expressed the wish to be kept informed, in accordance with the Linas-Marcoussis Agreement, of any failure by any of the parties to implement its obligations under the agreement,” Ambassador Pleuger said.

Earlier in the month, the Council unanimously endorsed the Linas-Morcoussis Agreement, adopting a resolution reaffirming its strong commitment to the sovereignty, territorial integrity and unity of Côte d’Ivoire.  That resolution also condemned all violations of human rights and international humanitarian law that have taken place in Côte d’Ivoire since 19 September 2002 and stressed the need to bring those responsible to justice.

Today, Council members again called on all parties to respect human rights and international humanitarian law for the entire population, regardless of its origin. “They invited donors to provide assistance to meet these challenges,” added the Council President.

“Members of the Security Council expressed once again their full support for the efforts of the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) forces and French forces supporting them,” said Ambassador Pleuger. They also called on States to provide appropriate financial and logistical support to the ECOWAS forces.

* * *

Ethiopia

21 February – Concerned that enduring drought conditions and dwindling crops have pushed nearly 2 million people in Ethiopia to the brink of starvation, the United Nations today urgently appealed for food contributions to avert a major humanitarian disaster.

According to the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), unless further contributions are received, relief food stocks are expected to run out in March or April for nearly 60 per cent of the population in the Tigray region.

With crop production down drastically across the region as a result of poor and erratic rainfall combined with reduced agricultural input use, OCHA made its call just as the Ethiopian Red Cross Society (ERCS) and the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) started a major assistance operation, stepping up their relief effort to help 700,000 victims of the drought.

On another front, there may be signs of hope for thousands of Sudanese refugees stranded in Ethiopia’s sprawling Fugnido camp, where ethnic tensions have fuelled tribal clashes among residents for nearly a decade. According to the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), the Ethiopian Government has identified a site the agency can move 24,500 refugees to for their own protection.

“The new site, Odier, in western Ethiopia, was chosen based on its accessibility, proximity to administrative and security establishments, and the tribal composition of local residents,” said UNHCR spokesman Ron Redmond today in Geneva. “Most important, [the site] was chosen with the consent of the refugees themselves, who want to move from the sprawling, insecure Fugnido camp.”

The Government has promised adequate security will be provided at the new site, and the UN Security Coordinator is now visiting the area to make sure the site is indeed safe for UNHCR and other aid agencies to serve it. “At present, the road leading to the site is a ‘no-go’ area for UN staff due to clan tensions in the region,” Mr. Redmond said.

If the Odier site is declared safe, the agency estimates it will cost some $1.8 million to turn it into a camp for 23,000 Nuers and Dinkas from Sudan. Those clans asked UNHCR to relocate them after a particularly violent clash with another tribe, the Anuaks, last November, when 42 refugees were killed and many more wounded. The clashes left 46 children without one or both parents.

* * *

Burundi

21 February – Following the transfer of more than 10, 000 Congolese refugees to a safer inland camp in Burundi, the United Nations is set to close two temporary border sites in the western part of that country where they were previously sheltered.

The UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) announced today that the sites at Rugombo and Gatumba would be closed over the next weeks. The Congolese settled at the two camps after fleeing fighting between two rebel movements in the Democratic Republic of the Congo’s (DRC) south Kivu region.

“We have transferred all the Congolese refugees there to the new camp. This site will be closed as soon as nearly 600 Burundian returnees who came back from south Kivu following the conflict in October are re-integrated in their home districts,” UNHCR spokesman Ron Redmond said in Geneva, referring to Gatumba. “We are talking with government authorities about their re-integration.”

The new camp, which now has some 5,746 Congolese refugees transferred from the two border sites, is in the north-western province of Cibitoke, some 40 kilometres from the border between Burundi and the DRC.

Meanwhile, some spontaneous returns to the south Kivu region continue, UNHCR said. In the last few weeks, nearly 500 Congolese have returned to the Uvira area, which is relatively calm.

* * *
Human rights

21 February – The top United Nations human rights official is set to travel next week to Pakistan and Burundi for talks with senior officials in both countries and to attend meetings dealing with civil liberties in the Asia-Pacific region.

The UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, Sergio Vieira de Mello, will begin on Monday a three-day visit to Pakistan, where he is slated to meet with President Pervez Musharraf, Prime Minister Zafarullah Khan Jamali and other senior officials. He is also expected to meet with representatives from the United Nations and non-governmental organizations in the country.

Mr. Vieira de Mello is also scheduled to deliver a speech in Islamabad on current human rights challenges, and to visit a camp administered by the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) in Peshawar.

On Tuesday in Islamabad, he is expected to inaugurate the 11th workshop on regional cooperation on human rights in the Asia-Pacific Region before leaving the next day for Burundi for a two-day visit.

In other news, Mr. Vieira de Mello yesterday expressed his concern at reports about the killing of 28 Palestinians in recent days in Gaza. “Such indiscriminate use of force in civilian areas can never be justified,” he said.

The High Commissioner also strongly reiterated his call to the Israeli authorities to cease such actions, which, he said, could only damage any possible peace process in the region, and appealed to all parties to refrain from any further violent action.

* * *

Children and armed conflict

21 February – Following-up on previous missions to Sierra Leone, a United Nations envoy is heading to that country over the weekend to assess the status of war-affected children in the post-conflict phase.

Over the course of his weeklong visit, Olara Otunnu, the Special Representative for Children and Armed Conflict, is expected to address the impact of the decade-long conflict on children in Sierra Leone during his meetings with President Ahmad Tejan Kabbah, government officials, and senior staff of the UN peacekeeping mission.

The office of the Special Representative said children and youth had been forcibly conscripted, displaced, deprived of education and basic care and often subject to sexual exploitation and abuse during the country’s civil war. Some of these problems persist while new ones, such as streets children, have subsequently arisen.

Mr. Otunnu undertook missions to Sierra Leone in 1999 and 2000, during which he proposed an “Agenda for Action for the Children of Sierra Leone.” Two of his initiatives, the National Commission for War-Affected Children and the Voice of Children – a radio station run by and for youngsters – will be inaugurated during his visit.

* * *

UN-HABITAT

20 February – In a bid to support work in urban development, especially the provision of water and sanitation, the Government of the Netherlands has donated $8.4 million to a two-year partnership with the United Nations Human Settlement Programme (UN-HABITAT).

“Since its revitalization, one of the major constraints confronting UN-HABITAT has been the lack of predictable and stable financing,” said the agency’s Executive Director, Anna Tibaijuka. “This renewed vote of confidence will be a major boost to our work programme and the implementation of our new strategic vision.” 

UN-HABITAT said this increase in funding explicitly recognises the success of its work. In 2002, the Dutch Government carried out an in-depth assessment of the agency and concluded that the process of institutional revitalization, started in 1998, had been a success. Netherlands has also more than doubled its annual contribution to the agency to $1.4 million.

Mrs. Tibaijuka said the partnership would boost UN-HABITAT’s capacity to meet the challenges set by the Millennium Development Goals, especially those targets concerned with improving the living conditions of over 100 million slum dwellers by 2020 and providing the poor with sustainable access to safe drinking water. 

The new partnership funding will go primarily towards urban poverty reduction, urban youth development policies and slum upgrading. 

* * *

Information technology

21 February – The United Nations Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) Task Force opened a two-day meeting in Geneva today in a bid to help reduce the gap between information-haves and have-nots by joining the resources of the private sector, civil society and the UN system.

Uniting government representatives, business leaders and academics, the meeting, the Task Force’s first in Europe, will focus mainly on its vital role in achieving the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), a set of targets adopted by world leaders at the UN Millennium Summit in 2000 for development and poverty eradication by 2015.

The broader aim of discussions will be to help develop approaches to providing content to the upcoming World Summit on the Information Society in Geneva in December 2003, as well as to build alliances for action. The Task Force will follow up its previous meeting with a review of efforts to jump-start ICT-for-development in Africa.

Tomorrow morning’s plenary will also examine the ICT’s advisory role to UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan and discuss how the Task Force can best assist in developing an ICT strategy for the UN system and help promote public-private partnerships for its implementation.

The Secretary-General launched the ICT Task Force to bring together a variety of actors – from community leaders to captains of industry – united by the goal of using ICT to reduce the gap between the information-haves and have-nots.

* *** *




UNEP and the Executive Director in the News





� HYPERLINK  \l "Lifestyles" ��Life Science Weekly - Marketing "cool"lifestyles key to selling clean and green products�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Mercury" ��Life Science Weekly - U.N. report lists sources of mercury emissions�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Poisoning" ��Life Science Weekly - ENVIRONMENT: Report warns of global threat of mercury poisoning


�� HYPERLINK  \l "WTO" ��European Report  - Lamy hails WTO recognition of environmental agreements�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Species" ��Japan Economic Newswire - U.N. considers introduction of 'world heritage species'�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Agreement" ��Daily News - Landmark UNEP-SACEP agreement signed�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Power" ��Capital Times (Madison, WI) -  Local radio ads blast power plan for Milwaukee�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Breath" ��New Straits Times (Malaysia) - With each dying breath�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Letters" ��The Olympian (Olympia, WA) - Your views n letters to the editor�
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