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War and the Environment - The Gulf Conflict

· Seattle Post  Intelligencer - Oil well sabotage raises environmental fears
· Greenwire - As fighting begins, oil remains a weapon of mass destruction
· San Angelo Texas  - Standard Times Oil well fires could be environmental disaster
· NATIONAL POST (CANADA) -  Disaster in the desert
· ENS  - Iraqi Environment Defenseless Before Warring Forces 

· BBC  - Iraq marshes vanishing
· ENS - Drying Mesopotamian Marshes Now Struck by Iraq War
· Agence France Presse - Mesopotamian marshes a top environmental priority for Iraq rebuilding
· AP - UN enviroment agency calls for including rehabilitation of southern marshes in any postwar  reconstruction plan for Iraq 

· REUTERS  - UN Agency Ready to Assess Iraq Environment Damage
· UNWIRE- IRAQ: 30 Oil Wells Reported Ablaze; Experts Warn Of Disaster
· UNWIRE - UNEP Launches Assessment To Avert Potential Post-Conflict Hazards

Other Environment-related News

· BBC - Great apes 'at risk from Ebola'

Environmental News from the UNEP Regions

· ROAP
· ROE
· ROLAC
· ROWA








Other UN News

· U.N. Highlights of  21 March 2003
· S.G.'s Spokesman Daily Press Briefing for 21March 2003
BBC

Water forum 'giant talking shop' 

     By Tim Hirsch 

     BBC environment correspondent 

     After eight days of discussions involving 12,000 participants, mountains of  paper and lakes of coffee, beer and sake, the Third World Water Forum ended with this ringing endorsement from the World Conservation Union: 

     "The (ministerial) declaration will have virtually no impact on national policies. There is nothing in the text which will make a difference." 

     International conferences are often described as talking shops. Not this one. It was a giant talking hypermarket. 

     Spread over three Japanese cities - Kyoto, Osaka and Shiga - the Forum brought together a vast army of water professionals, companies, non-governmental organisations (NGOs), bureaucrats and ministers. 

     'Model of blandness' 

THIRD WORLD WATER FORUM 

What they said about the final declaration The   ministerial declaration could have been a blueprint for

averting further human suffering caused by inadequate water supply and sanitation; instead, it is marked by reticence to put protection and ecosystems first  Worldwide Fund for Nature 

They were turning their collective minds to the practical steps needed to alleviate the chronic shortage of clean water and sanitation facilities faced by billions of the world's poor. 

     Inevitably their deliberations were overshadowed by the dramatic events beamed through to delegates on screens throughout the various venues - as it happens, from one of the most water-stressed regions of the world: Iraq. 

But even if the world's attention had not been occupied by war, would the forum have merited  more interest than it actually achieved? 

In terms of solid outcomes, almost certainly not. The six-page declaration agreed by ministers on the final day is a model of blandness, at best repeating commitments made at previous conferences and in some respects moving backwards. 

     Big projects 

What frustrates environmental groups here is the scant attention paid by ministers to the importance of using natural environments to conserve the supply of fresh water - with the  emphasis instead on big building projects such as dams and pipelines. 

Jamie Pittock, of the Worldwide Fund for Nature, commented: "We have to ask how credible a  forum like this is, when governments do not draw on the 12,000 water specialists gathered

     together to identify common sense solutions to water problems, but instead continue to

     promote massive infrastructure as the sole solution to the world's water crisis." 

     So has the whole thing been a waste of time and money? Well, not completely. 

     It would be a pessimist indeed who did not believe that amongst the thousands of

     discussions, formal and informal, amongst such a huge array of water experts, some practical

     solutions will be taken back to communities around the world and put into practice. 

     Route map 

     And there are some signs that the often sterile arguments about the involvement of the private

     sector in water services and finance are moving on. 

     Some NGOs seemed wrong-footed during the forum as they launched attacks on their enemies

     in institutions such as the World Bank for advocating wholesale privatisation of water - only

     to find that that the Devil had moved the goalposts. 

     Even the most market-oriented participants now concede that the vast majority of services to

     poor communities will continue to be provided by the public sector, partly because those

     water companies venturing into the developing world have often had their fingers badly

     burned and have suffered financial or reputational disasters. 

     There was also agreement at the forum that the 40% of the world's population who live in river

     basins shared by more than one country required their governments to come to sensible

     arrangements with one another on how to share out the water - though of course that is easier

     said than done. 

     Some had hoped that the forum would set out a coherent route map for the world to follow in

     order to avoid a growing crisis in the availability of fresh water. What emerged was a confused

     set of directions on the back of an envelope. 

____________________________________________________________________________________

Xinhua News Agency

Third World Water Forum fruitful with 100 new commitments
 by Mu Dong

23 March 2003

      More than 100 new commitments on water were made by participants of the eight-day Third World Water

      Forum, an important international water meeting, which concluded Sunday in west Japan's prefecture of

      Kyoto.

      The forum was held in the three neighboring Japanese prefectures of Kyoto, Shiga and Osaka in March

      16-23, during which 351 separate sessions were held on 38 interlocking themes dealing with water,

      especially on how to bring safe water and sanitation to the entire world.

      Some 24,000 participants from 182 countries attended the sessions. The key issues that they addressed

      involved balancing increasing human requirements for adequate water supplies and improved health and

      sanitation with food production, transportation, energy and environmental needs. 

      Meanwhile, most countries at the forum required more effective governance, improved capacity and

      adequate financing in the water sector.

      "The Third World Water Forum has become a truly 'action-oriented' conference," said Kenzo Hiroki, vice

      secretary general of the forum.

      "I have talked with hundreds of participants in sessions and in the corridors," said William J. Cosgrove, vice

      president of the World Water Council, one of the main organizer of the forum, which is held every three

      years in a different country.

      "Without exception, they reported that they consider that the forum exceeded their expectations. it was a

      unique opportunity to form partnerships, join networks and learn from the experiences of others," the official

      said, adding that the common basic requirement for water is an opportunity for cooperation and peace.

      The forum issued a preliminary eight-page forum statement which urges to meet the goals set forth at the

      Millennium Summit of the United Nations in News York in 2000 --cutting in half the proportion of poor people

      without secure access to water and sanitation by 2015.

      In addition, delegates at the World Water Forum in Kyoto on Sunday adopted a ministerial declaration

      expressing their commitment to deal with global water issues.

      Ministers and officials from 170 countries and territories and from 43 international organizations reached the

      agreement on the declaration before the conclusion of their two-day meeting.

      The declaration states that a large amount of investment in water supply and sanitation is necessary to

      meet the international community's target of halving by 2015 the proportion of people without access to

      safe drinking water and to basic sanitation.

      It says the participants will redouble their efforts to mobilize financial and technical resources from both the

      public and private sector.

      The declaration also stipulates that while basic hygiene practices at the household level should be

      encouraged, intensified efforts should also be launched to promote technical breakthroughs.

      Japan's Land, Infrastructure and Transport Minister, Chikage Ogi unveiled a Portfolio for Water Actions,

      stating a total of 422 action plans or contributions from 36 countries and 16 international organizations

      toward the resolution of water issues.

      "The water issue is a common challenge for people to resolve internationally, despite differences of ideology,

      religion, state or administration," Ogi said.

      During the event, UN Undersecretary General, Klaus Toepfer, delivered a message from UN Secretary

      General Kofi Annan, in which Annan was quoted as saying, "This year, the International Year of Freshwater,

      we must move from promises to practice, from commitments to concrete projects, from intent to

      implementation."

      "It is the poor in developing countries who suffer the most... This is a social, economic, environmental and

      political crisis that should be among the world community's highest priorities," Annan said in the message.

____________________________________________________________________________________

Daily Star (Bangladesh)

World Water Day today
BSS, Dhaka


The World Water Day will be observed today in Bangladesh as elsewhere in the world seeking greater global understanding to ensure safe drinking water for the future. 

The day is celebrated with due importance each year since the United Nations General Assembly adopted a resolution in 1992 designating it as the World Water Day (WWD). 

The theme of this year's WWD is 'Water for the Future'. The theme emphasises that it is essential to achieve the Millennium Development goal to halve, by 2015, the number of people living without safe drinking water and basic sanitation. 

The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) is the lead UN agency for observation of WWD. 

In a message on the eve of the occasion, UN secretary general Kofi Annan said: "Freshwater is essential for healthy ecosystems, sustainable development and human survival itself." 

"All over the world, pollution, over-consumption and poor water management are decreasing both the quality and quantity of available water," Annan pointed out. 

He said: "Overall demand for water already far outpaces population growth. If current trends continue, two out of every three people on earth will suffer moderate to severe water shortages in little more than two decades from now." 

The UNEP Executive Director Klaus Toepfer in his message said: "The goal for WWD is to inspire political and community action and encourage greater global understanding of the need for more responsible water use and conservation." 

He said governments, individuals, NGOs, community and youth groups, business, industry and the media each have a major role to play. 

To mark the day in Bangladesh, NGO forum for drinking water supply and sanitation has organised a drama in Dhaka, and symposiums at its 14 regional chapters across the country. 

The drama will be performed at amphitheatre (Muktomoncho) at Dhanmondi, Road 8. Eminent playwright Professor Dr Selim Al Deen will unveil the programme at 4:00pm. 

Besides, the forum will hold a national seminar on the subject at BETS Centre at Dhanmondi. LGRD and Cooperatives Minister Abdul Mannan Bhuiyan will attend the seminar as chief guest. 

The United Nations Association of Bangladesh (UNAB) will organise a symposium today at 5:30pm at the Scout Bhaban at Kakrail in the city. 

______________________________________________________________________________________

AFP

Water Forum declaration bare of solutions to water and sanitation crisis 

KYOTO, Japan (AFP) - A declaration from the ministerial meeting ending the Third World Water Forum prioritized water issues as an "urgent global requirement" but failed to suggest concrete action to end the global water and sanitation crisis. 

Reference to water as a basic human right, a characterization approved last November by the United Nations (news - web sites), was also omitted Sunday from the consensus declaration of 101 ministers representing 96 countries and delegates representing another 69 nations. 

Also omitted was a follow-up on a call by French President Jacques Chirac, and echoed by former IMF (news - web sites) chief Michel Camdessus, for a global watchdog to monitor progress made towards achieving the UN Millennium Goals of more than halving to one billion the number of people without access to water and sanitation by 2015. 

"Prioritizing water issues is an urgent global requirement," the declaration said, calling water a "driving force for sustaintable development" and a tool to fight poverty. 

The declaration urged better cooperation among nations sharing water resources and sought to spur the United Nations into taking a leading role in mediating, leading and cooperating with other organizations involved in the water sector. 

"It is a good opportunity that, during such a conflicting time, representatives from 165 countries could come together and discuss these issues," said Belgium's minister of territory management, Michel Foret. 

The United States was "pleased" by the declaration that came from ministerial consensus, said Susan Povenmire, a member of the US delegation. 

"The United States looks forward to the G8 Summit in Evian (France) as an important next step to build consensus and develop coalitions that will create concrete and compelling infrastructure for bringing water to the world's poor," she said. 

But criticism of the declaration came at both the ministerial and non-governmental level, deriding the document as too soft and lacking in reference to controversial issues including the construction of large-scale dams. 

The nature conservation group WWF regretted that the declaration failed to prioritize conservation of freshwater ecosystems. 

"The ministerial declaration could have been a blueprint for averting further human suffering caused by inadequate water supply and sanitation, instead it is marked by reticence to put protection of ecosystems first," said the group's living waters program director, Jamie Pittock. 

Other ministers complained that the language of the declaration did not express true commitment to action to ensure water and sanitation for the world's 2.4 billion without it. 

"I think we should not be apologetic. We should be very clear," said Monyane Moeleki, the minister of natural resources for the southern African nation of Lesotho. 

"We are ministers gathered here. We sound very half-hearted and unsure." 

Absence of the characterization of water as a human right was also regretted by NGOs. 

"Without direct references to the rights issue, I am not sure how we can ensure that governments will make water issues and serving the poor their priorities," said Rosemary Rop, a member of Kenya's Maji na Ufanisi, or Water for Everyone. 

The declaration omitted reference to the rights issue due to international disagreements over development and other rights to water, explained Seiji Morimoto, a Japanese foreign ministry official. 

PRIVATE



Undaunted, forum organizers hailed both the ministerial declaration and the week-long forum gathering 12,000 participants a success, insisting such criticisms reflected the meeting's wish to include a wide scope of opinions. 

"NGOs made this meeting vibrant," said Ryutaro Hashimoto, the former Japanese premier and the chair of the forum's steering committee. 

"I hope they will continue to participate in passionate discussions about water." 

_______________________________________________________________________________

Agence France Presse 

March 22, 2003 Saturday 

Ministerial meet at Third World Water Forum opens 

      One hundred ministers representing 96 countries on Saturday opened a two-day meeting devoted to  reaching agreement on solutions to the global water and sanitation crisis facing 2.4 billion people. 

      To open the meeting, which coincided with the United Nations observance of World Water Day, UN Environmental Program director Klaus Toepfer read a statement from Secretary General Kofi Annan urging  that the basic right to clean water be affirmed to the two billion people on the planet without it. 

      "World leaders recognized the centrality of freshwater to human development and committed themselves to a precise and time-bound agenda for addressing the world's current and future water resource and sanitation problems," he said on behalf of Annan to the assembled ministers 

      Toepfer was speaking of commitments made both at the Millennium Summit in 2000 at UN headquarters in New York and the Earth Summit last year in Johannesburg, which were to halve to one billion the number of  people without access to clean water and sanitation by 2015. "This year, the International Year of  Freshwater, we must move from promises to practice, from commitmets to concrete projects, from intent to implementation," Toepfer said. 

      Solutions to the global water and sanitation crisis were discussed at length at the weeklong forum gathering  12,000 participants from 165 countries, ranging from large scale dam and sewage system projects to  small-scale community-based water initiatives. 

      A ministerial declaration expected to touch on the 40 themes discussed at the conference -- including  desalination, improved irrigation and climate change -- was to emerge at the end of the meeting Sunday. 

      As many as 170 ministers had been expected to attend the conference, but the US-led war in Iraq led to cancellations from delegations including Jordan, Iraq and Israel. 

      To finance the achievement of the millennium goals, which would need some 400,000 connections to water and sewage systems on a daily basis for the next 12 years, price tags ranging from 20 billion to 100 billion  dollars more than the 80 billion already spent annually have been bandied about. 

________________________________________________________________________________________

Kyodo News Agency

Japanese minister urges concrete actions to deal with world's water problems

      Kyoto, 22 March: Japanese Land, Infrastructure and Transport Minister Chikage Ogi opened a

      ministerial-level meeting at the World Water Forum in Kyoto on Saturday 22 March , stressing the

      importance of outlining concrete actions to deal with water problems.

      "We believe it is important that we clearly outline concrete actions that need to be taken, and to look for

      ways on how we can effectively manage water," said Ogi, chairwoman of the two-day ministerial talks that

      kicked off on World Water Day.

      "I hope that the hosting of this (meeting) will provide political prospects to the forum participants and to the

      many people around the world who are making efforts" to solve water problems, Ogi said.

      Meanwhile, UN Undersecretary General Klaus Toepfer delivered a message from UN Secretary-General Kofi

      Annan, in which Annan was quoted as saying, "This year, the International Year of Freshwater, we must

      move from promises to practice, from commitments to concrete projects, from intent to implementation. 

      "It is the poor in developing countries who suffer the most. It is they who lack access to safe drinking

      water, they who often pay the highest price for water, they who lack adequate sanitation, they who have

      the least say in water management," Annan said in the message.

      "This is a social, economic, environmental and political crisis that should be among the world community's

      highest priorities," Toepfer, also executive director of the UN Environment Programme, quoted Annan as

      saying.

      Ministers and representatives from about 170 countries and territories and some 40 international

      organizations are attending the meeting, according to Japanese government officials.

      They are scheduled to release later Saturday a Portfolio for Water Actions, stating each country's

      contribution towards the resolution of water issues, and adopt on Sunday a ministerial declaration expressing

      their commitment to tackling water issues.

      Japan is expected to announce 91 action programmes related to water covering five areas, such as water

      resource management and disaster alleviation, in the portfolio.

      Senior Vice Land, Infrastructure and Transport Minister Koki Chuma is scheduled to chair the talks on

      Sunday. Foreign Minister Yoriko Kawaguchi cancelled her plan to chair the meeting due to the war in Iraq.

      Among the main focuses of the ministerial declaration is how many concrete measures will be included, such

      as the international community's target of halving by 2015 the proportion of people without access to safe

      drinking water and to basic sanitation.

      "An enormous amount of investment in water supply and sanitation" will be required to achieve the targets,

      according to a copy of the final draft of the ministerial declaration that Kyodo News obtained after senior

      government officials adopted it early Friday.

      Meanwhile, another focal issue has been how the international community will finance costs to tackle

      water-related problems.

      The draft declaration states, "Addressing the financial needs is a task for all of us. We must act to create

      an environment conducive to facilitating investment."

      It also says the ministers will "take note" of a report on financing water infrastructure, which states the

      current spending of roughly 80bn dollars a year on new water infrastructure in developing and emerging

      countries will have to double over the next 20-25 years to around 180bn dollars.

      A panel chaired by Michel Camdessus, honorary governor of the Banque de France and former managing

      director of the International Monetary Fund, compiled the "Report of the World Panel on Financing Water

      Infrastructure: Financing Water For All" at the request of the World Water Council, a co-organizer of the

      water forum.

      On Friday, nongovernmental organizations attending the forum protested against the report, arguing that it

      only serves corporate interests by promoting construction of big and destructive water-related

      infrastructure such as dams.

      About 24,000 people have registered through Friday to attend the forum, being held in the western Japan

      prefectures of Kyoto, Osaka and Shiga until Sunday, according to the forum's secretariat.

________________________________________________________________________________________

Agence France Presse 

March 22, 2003 Saturday 

UN, ministers at Water Forum seek more aid to battle water crisis 

Developed nations must allocate greater financial resources to the battle against the global water and sanitation crisis, ministers and delegates at the Third World Water Forum said Saturday. 

      About 100 ministers from 96 nations attended the forum's closing two-day ministerial meeting, which was on  Sunday to issue a declaration expected to outline ways to achieve the UN Millennium Goals of halving to one  billion the number of people without adequate access to water and sanitation. 

      "This year, the International Year of Freshwater, we must move from promises to practice, from

      commitments to concrete projects, from intent to implementation," said a statement from UN Secretary General Kofi Annan read by UN Environment Programme chief Klaus Toepfer. "This is a social, economical,  environmental and political crisis that should be among the world community's highest priorities. 

      "The investments, policies and technologies required to rise to this challenge are within our means," he said. 

      Developed nations must increase their financial assistance for poor nations, said UNESCO director Koichiro Matsuura. 

      "Lack of political will, and inertia at the leadership level" were failing to meet the expectations of the poor,  he said. 

      Empowering municipalities and financing the projects best-suited to their needs was the only way to ensure that the world's 2.4 billion without access to water and sanitation were served, said Michel Camdessus, a former head of the International Monetary Fund. 

      Camdessus led a 20-member panel of businessmen, international lenders and NGO representatives that  presented recommendations to finance water and sanitation infrastructure and suggested an additional 100  billion dollars was needed annually to achieve the UN goals. 

      The report, "Water Financing for All," said international loans, public investment and official development aid needed to double to achieve the estimated 400,000 water and sewage connections needed daily for the next 12 years to provide adequate access to water and sanitation. 

      Current global spending on water projects, agriculture, environment and sanitation hovers around 80 billion dollars. 

      "Decentralisation is key. Financing of projects should be done at the local level," he said. "There is no other way to achieve (the UN) goals." 

      The report was criticised by NGOs as too bound to corporate interests with not enough focus on the needs  of the poor. 

      They rejected it as the product of "an unaccountable unrepresentative, inaccessible process no longer suitable for this day and age," Hilda Grace Coelho, the president of India's Center for Rural Studies and Development, said in an NGO response at the opening of the ministers' meeting. 

      "Despite ample and credible evidence of the value of local actions within river basins, (the poor) continue to be marginalised and trivialized." 

      Many NGOs oppose the construction of large dams, the privatisation of water services and the inclusion of  water resources in international trade debates -- among topics debated at the week-long forum gathering 12,000 participants. 

      The US-led war in Iraq led to cancellations from a number of ministers and delegations to the ministerial conference, including Jordan, Iraq and Israel. 

______________________________________________________________________________

World Water Forum stresses capacity building on flood control in S Asia
AGENCIES, Dhaka


The wrap-up session of the third World Water Forum in Kyoto, Japan on Thursday underlined the importance of an interdisciplinary approach to the understanding and forecasting of floods to improve data collection and capacity building on flood control in South Asia. 

It recommended policy framework for flood control, commitments linked with the Millenium Development Goals and summit on sustainable development targets and capacity building aimed at helping the poor to minimise the negative effects of floods, a press release of Water Resources Ministry said here yesterday. 

Water Resources Minister LK Siddiki attended the session. 

The wrap-up session summed up the proceedings of the sessions that were held under the theme of flood. 

Siddiki also met Principal Deputy Assistant Secretary for Oceans and Environment Science of the State Department Anthony 'Bud' Rock. 

They discussed various issues relating to water management including Integrated Water Resources Management (IWRM) and financial and technical cooperation in water sector. 

The Bangladesh minister highlighted the problem of arsenic contamination of groundwater in Bangladesh. 

Meanwhile, Japanese Parliament member Shin Sakurai has assured Bangladesh of doing his best to secure Japanese financial and technical assistance to solve the country's problems in water management, flood control and arsenic contamination. 

Sakurai's assurance came after he was apprised of the problems by Bangladesh engineers at a discussion on "Bangladesh Towards Integrated Water Resources Management" in Kyoto yesterday, according to a message received here. 

The Japanese Parliament member chaired the discussion that was arranged on the sideline of the third World Water Forum. Water Resources Minister LK Siddiqui, who was present as chief guest, also sought Japanese cooperation in this regard. 

_______________________________________________________________________________________
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Gulf News

23 March 2003

Student workshop focuses on water 

More than 100 students from 20 schools commemorated the World Water Day yesterday with an interactive workshop highlighting the value of water and its consumption. 

The activities were organised by the Environmental Research and Wildlife Development Agency (ERWDA) under the theme, 'Water For the Future'.

Its aim was to tell the public that each of us is responsible for maintaining and improving the quality and quantity of fresh water and to preserve it for future generations. It is part of the United Nations Environment Programme's (UNEP) awareness plan. 

The UNEP aims to work with governments and key players worldwide and plan events to achieve this end. This year the day coincides with celebrations marking 2003 as the International Year of Fresh Water. 

"The activities opened our eyes on many water-related problems," said 14-year-old Anisha Krishnan.

"I had no idea that here per capita consumption is 700 litres, seven times higher than the average in other developed countries. That means here we waste much more water than it is needed." 

The students displayed their school's environmental messages and the finest message was chosen. Kindergarten students from three government schools staged a play and sang anthems about the environment.

The ERWDA officials told students about the importance of conserving water in the UAE in a brief presentation. Students were divided into groups and a drill 'guesstimate' was held to determine the average amount of water a typical home uses. 

Most of the students were very impressed by the results of this game. Sixteen-year-old Diamond said he or his parents never really cared about water management at home.

He said: "We did not really know that the government here spends hundreds and thousands of dirhams for each family and is paying for most of our consumption. I was astonished at the costs. From today I will take care not to waste water."

Children also played a game designed to teach them about the water cycle. and interactive demonstrations were explained to the students. 

A quiz show on water facts and related problems was held and students were asked to brainstorm for a solution. A poster was produced in English and Arabic covering ERWDA's efforts to take care of depleting groundwater and increasing reliance on unconventional water resources such as desalination. 

Water demands in the UAE have increased due to degradation of quality groundwater, salinity and abandonment of farms, pollution due to the use of pesticides, fertilisers, insecticides and nitrates. The ERWDA intends to distribute this poster to universities, schools and organisations. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________

Seattle Post (Intelligencer)

Oil well sabotage raises environmental fears 

Friday, March 21, 2003

By BOB KEEFE
COX NEWS SERVICE

Fears of a potential environmental disaster rose yesterday following reports that oil wells apparently were sabotaged in Iraq's southern oil fields.

Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld said he had seen reports that three or four oil wells were sabotaged in southern Iraq.

President Bush, in his Monday speech warning Saddam Hussein to leave Iraq or face war, warned Iraqis, "do not destroy oil wells," and military commanders have made securing the oil fields a top priority.

But the White House and the Energy Department have said they fully expect Saddam's troops to destroy oil wells as the war continues.

A few burning wells in southern Iraq shouldn't cause a very big problem to either the environment or to worldwide oil supplies. But if sabotage continues, it could result in major environmental damage.

"Clearly it's going to be a question of scale, but obviously if it reaches anything the scale of Kuwait, it could be an ecological disaster," said Jay Austin, a senior attorney for the Environmental Law Institute who has studied the environmental effects of war.

During the 1991 Gulf War, Iraqi troops in Kuwait destroyed an estimated 600 oil wells and opened pipelines to let oil pour into the Persian Gulf and other water sources.

The result was an unparalleled environmental disaster that has left some areas of Kuwait still lifeless more than a decade later. An estimated 5 million barrels of oil poured into the Persian Gulf during that war.

The devastation could be worse in Iraq, which has the world's second-largest reserves of crude oil behind Saudi Arabia.

Two weeks ago, the Department of Defense hired Houston-based defense and oil field contractor Brown & Root Services to develop a plan to quickly extinguish any oil field fires and assess damage as soon as possible. The company is a subsidiary of Halliburton Co., the oil services company formerly run by Vice President Dick Cheney.

The black smoke spewing from any burning wells could cause some short-term health effects, but no major environmental damage. During the war in Kuwait, acrid oil smoke from burning wells constantly fouled the air, but the carbon dioxide it created did virtually no long-term damage to ozone layer, as some had originally feared.

The real damage comes from any oil spills, experts say.

__________________________________________________________________________________________
Greenwire

Friday, March 21, 2003 

As fighting begins, oil remains a weapon of mass destruction 

Allison A. Freeman and Lauren Miura, Greenwire staff writers 

When Iraqi President Saddam Hussein ordered troops to dump millions of barrels of Kuwaiti oil and to torch more than 600 active wells during the 1991 Persian Gulf War, he ignited a series of environmental disasters that persisted long after the fighting stopped. 

Now that U.S.-led troops are invading Iraq for the second time in 12 years, prompting Hussein to adopt a scorched-earth defense strategy fueled by his own oil, the spectre of environmental destruction is again on the minds of many in the environmental and public health communities. "War has not only a tragic human cost, but a tragic environmental cost as well," said Carroll Muffett, director of international programs for Defenders of Wildlife. 

In hopes of reducing the scale of destruction, a coalition of environmental and legal experts sent a letter last week to the leaders of the United States, United Kingdom, Turkey and Iraq pleading against military measures that have overt environmental consequences, such as direct attacks on oil wells, dams and nuclear power plants. The coalition also warned against the deliberate harming of forests, wetlands and other ecosystems that have little or no inherent military value. 

Meanwhile, a number of U.S. government agencies pledged this week to send experts to Iraq to monitor air quality and assess risks to public health as the damage mounts. But such actions will require presidential approval, something that could take weeks or even months to obtain. While there are currently no plans for United Nations' troops to participate in the war, the multinational agency said yesterday that the U.N. Environment Programme will prepare a preliminary report of the environmental challenges likely to be faced by post-conflict relief workers and reconstruction teams.

While experts said they cannot accurately predict the environmental consequences of this conflict, they acknowledged that the 1991 Persian Gulf War provided at least a partial blueprint of what could happen in the Iraqi desert between now and war's end. A review of those impacts -- to air, water and land -- is one way to assess what obstacles Iraq's post-war leaders may face on the road to recovery. 

Headlights at noon 

For nine months during and after the 1991 Gulf War, well fires raged across the Kuwaiti desert, billowing oily black smoke across a broad expanse of sky. The acrid smoke veiled the sun, driving temperatures 10 degrees below normal and forcing drivers to use their headlights at noon. Buildings in Kuwait City and elsewhere were draped in soot that grew darker as pollution-laden rains fell from toxic clouds stretching as far as Turkey, Iran and Afghanistan. Much of the desert was stained gray and black. 

Within the smoke were pollutants that one Kuwaiti told CNN was "like taking the exhaust pipe of a diesel truck in your mouth and breathing." Airborne particulate matter reached 935 particles per cubic meter over a 20-minute period in some places in Kuwait, a level more than six times greater than the U.S. EPA considers safe for humans to breathe over a 24-hour period. 

"We went over there and it was as if I was going to the end of the world," said Bill Hunt, a professor at North Carolina State University who worked with the EPA on air-quality analysis in Kuwait after the first Gulf War. 

Between 1 and 2 million tons of carbon dioxide were emitted daily while the oil fires burned, a massive increase in greenhouse gases that many feared would advance global climate change. The late scientist Carl Sagan went so far as to predict "a nuclear winter." Sagan's doomsday prediction never materialized, however, as fires were extinguished much more quickly than originally expected. 

Later, a team of scientists from the National Science Foundation visited the region and found, to their surprise, less acid rain, ground-level ozone, sulfur dioxide and nitrogen oxides than many had expected. The smoke had not disrupted the global climate after all, the scientists said, because it attached to water and fell to the earth as rain before it could rise into the upper reaches of the atmosphere. 

Even so, measurements taken in May 1991 showed that solar radiation in Kuwait had decreased by 30 percent, ultraviolet light dropped by 40 percent and humidity increased 20 percent over a 1990 baseline. Bahrain, 250 miles south of Kuwait, experienced in 1991 the coldest May in 35 years, more than 7 degrees below normal. 

A sea of black 

Of the Kuwaiti oil stored in reserves, 50 million barrels were dumped into the desert, seeping into the sand and forming virtual lakes of oil. The deepest oil pools in Kuwait were a mile long, a half-mile wide, and 2 to 3 feet deep. Some of the more shallow pools, about 6 inches deep, spread out over several thousand square miles. The lakes became traps for birds and insects and emanated noxious fumes that contributed to human respiratory problems. 

The Persian Gulf also experienced the world's largest oil spill, estimated at between 6 million and 8 million barrels, or about 300 million gallons. The oil spills tarred hundreds of kilometers of coastline, coated tide flats up to 2 kilometers wide, smothered mangroves, polluted fisheries and killed birds and wildlife. High tides months after the attack left dead sea snakes, cormorants and wading birds piled on the shoreline. 

Shelling and bombing by both allied and Iraqi troops contributed to the disaster, which was some 25 times larger than the notorious Exxon Valdez spill off the coast of Alaska. The bulk of the damage occurred when Iraqi troops destroyed an oil tanker terminal, sabotaged oil facilities, opened up Kuwait's oil pipeline and intentionally dumped more than 6 million gallons into the gulf. More than a month after the fighting ended, oil still leaked from ruptured storage tanks. 

In the months after the war, 3 million barrels worth of oil evaporated from the Gulf and crews skimmed another 1.5 million from the water's surface. What remained collected in bays and inlets, some of it growing heavy with sand and sinking to the ocean floor. Scientists later said a lack of islands in the Persian Gulf acting as recovery bases for plants and animals caused further exposure and damage to wildlife -- such as the migratory birds, sea turtles, dolphins and dugongs. 

According to the environmental group World Resources Institute, oil spills from the 1991 war killed more than 25,000 birds and caused damages to the Gulf's fishery that could last for 100 years or more. A report from the World Conservation Union found that shrimp stocks dramatically declined after the war, with total biomass of Saudi Gulf shrimp in 1991-92 at 25 percent of its pre-war levels, and spawning biomass at 1 to 10 percent of pre-war levels. 

In research published in the journal Nature in August 1992, scientists from the Marine Environment Laboratory in Monaco found lower levels of oil contaminants in shellfish after the war than in surveys conducted prior to the conflict. The research also found that levels of the carcinogenic chemical polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbon (PAH) on the gulf seabed were no higher after the war than in several British estuaries. 

The researchers also found that the most severe pollution was confined to the 250 miles of coastline nearest Kuwait, with highest concentrations of pollution in seabed sediments within 60 miles of the Kuwaiti shoreline. 

Despite more than a decade of research, however, there remains a lack of scientific consensus on the long-term impacts of the oil spills. Robert Pavia, chief of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration's Hazardous Material Response Division, said there are still "some areas that basically have not recovered," including near-coastal marshes. But in some of the subtidal areas, important habitat for sea grasses and coral reefs, there has been "not much evidence of significant impacts," he said. 

Looking ahead 

Yet even as environmental harm from the first Persian Gulf War lingers, environmentalists point to several key differences between conditions now and then that could make this war more devastating than the last. 

While Iraq has a relatively small coastline, reducing the chances of a repeat of 1991's catastrophic oil spill, the country is much larger at 168,710 square miles and has greater geographic diversity than Kuwait, with desert plains, marshlands and mountains making up a significant portion of its land area. Iraq also has more people than Kuwait, so the potential for public health crises is also more pronounced. 

"It's not like Kuwait over there," former firefighter Red Adair told Newsweek in January. Adair, 79, and his company helped extinguish 117 of the burning oil well fires in Kuwait. "These are big fields," he said of Iraq's 2,000 oil wells. "In Kuwait, it was one area and the wells were close together. In Iraq, they are all over. And the terrain is different. You've got swamplands and mountains and a little bit of everything." 

But if the oil well fires of the current war have similar characteristics to those set in Kuwait 12 years ago, experts say they are confident they can pre-empt some of the environmental damage. "I'm confident that we can put it out like we did in Kuwait. Our know-how is that much better now," said Hunt, the North Carolina state professor. 

Hunt said he hopes the military will secure the oil fields early in the war before extensive damage can be done. "The worst-case scenarios can get pretty ugly, given [Hussein's] state of mind," he said. 

The length of the war may also dictate the success of any oil spill cleanup. During the 1991 Gulf War, cleanup rigs had to wait until fighting was over to begin recovery efforts. "A war is not the normal circumstances under which you try to do a spill response," said NOAA's Pavia, who said the agency is "ready if asked" to respond to spills.

Pavia said the environmental effects could vary based on the amount, type and timing of oil spills -- with more danger to wildlife if oil is released during turtle nesting or shrimp spawning. "The amount of oil released last time was beyond the scope of any previous spill. And if a large amount were released, even a tanker-sized amount, it would still be far less oil than last time, so the impacts would be different," he said. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________

San Angelo Texas Standard Times

Oil well fires could be environmental disaster 

By JOAN LOWY

March 20, 2003 

Oil well fires reported in Iraq may be the beginning of an environmental nightmare that could endanger the health of people and wildlife throughout the Persian Gulf region, environmental experts said Thursday. 

It's unclear how many oil wells are on fire - initial reports indicated perhaps only a handful. But more ominously, the fires appear to be in Iraq's valuable al-Rumeila field west of Basra, one of the largest oil fields in the country, and there is fear they could spread. 

The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration reported that polar-orbiting satellites are beginning to detect smoke from the fires. The plumes visible in the satellite imagery are consistent with the agency's experience in detecting oil fires in the past from satellites in space. 

During the 1991 Persian Gulf War, Iraqi troops deliberately set fire to 600 to 700 Kuwaiti oil wells. The fires generated a massive plume of smoke that turned day into night, rained toxic pollutants on fragile ecosystems and took more than eight months to completely extinguish. 

The smoke plume eventually stretched the equivalent of the distance between New York and Florida and could be easily tracked by satellites. 

Military officials, environmentalists and humanitarian agencies had expressed concern before the current war began that Saddam Hussein might sabotage Iraq's oil fields this time. 

"It would appear some of our worst fears are being realized," said Jonathan Lash, president of the World Resources Institute, an environmental think tank in Washington. "The oil well fires outside Basra are the beginning of a potential humanitarian and environmental disaster in Iraq. 

"We do not yet know if this is a result of what the Pentagon has called Saddam's 'scorched earth' strategy," Lash said, "but how the oil well fires began is immaterial. Oil has become a weapon in the Iraq war." 

The most immediate concern is human health. Anyone within miles of the oil field fires will be breathing in a "toxic soup" of chemicals and large quantities of particulates, said LuAnn White, an environmental health scientist and director for the Center of Applied Environmental Public Health at Tulane University. 

Most at risk are people with asthma, respiratory and heart problems, as well as children and the elderly, White said. The longer the fires burn, the greater the potential for permanent respiratory damage, she said. 

"Even farther away from the fires, if people have asthma it can certainly trigger asthma attacks," White said. 

About 43 percent Iraq's population is children under age 15 and the populace in general has relatively poor health because of years of deprivation resulting from economic sanctions, said Michael Renner, a research associate at the Worldwatch Institute in Washington, which tracks global environmental trends. 

"The situation could be far worse than Kuwait, where people were by and large healthy," Renner said. 

The pollutants generated by the oil fires eventually fall to the ground, where they pollute the soil and water and threaten wildlife. In the first Gulf War, oil droplets rained down from the smoke clouds onto the desert, mixing with sand to create a hard substance that scientists informally called "tarcrete." 

Deposition of oil, soot, sulfur and acid rain rendered croplands untillable up to 1,200 miles in all directions. Sabotage by Iraqi troops to oil pipelines also created one of the largest oil spills in history - an estimated 6 million to 8 million gallons - fouling thousands of miles of coastline and decimating shore birds. 

"Oil in the ocean is always a bad thing, but at least in warmer waters it does break down. On land, the breakdown takes much longer and in the desert it just doesn't breakdown at all," said Glenn Wiser, a staff attorney for the Center for International Conservation Law. 

"Vegetation won't grow in that kind of soil and animals - you can start with invertebrates and just work your way up the food chain - can't live with the stuff," Wiser said. 

Another concern is that the fires may generate enormous quantities of carbon dioxide, the greenhouse gas scientists believe is chiefly responsible for global warming. 

In the first Gulf War, it took more than 250 days to extinguish oil fires with as much as 6 million barrels of oil burning per day, almost 10 percent of the world's daily ration of oil in 1991, Lasher said. The fires released into the atmosphere nearly half a billion tons of carbon dioxide, he said. 

"That's not going to get us into a different order of magnitude in terms of climate change," Renner said, "but adding that much carbon dioxide to the atmosphere cannot possibly be taken lightly." 

On the Net: World Resources Institute - www.wri.org
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Disaster in the desert
Despite the Pentagon's assurances, experts worry the destruction of oil wells in Iraq could be even more deadly than in 1991 in Kuwait, because the fires will be bigger, further apart and harder to fight  Mary Vallis

 National Post, with files from The Associated Press and news services Friday, March 21, 2003

Flames lit up the nighttime desert sky from the direction of Iraq's petroleum centre, Basra, yesterday, apparently confirming that Iraqi troops had started blowing up oil wells and prompting fears of a pending

environmental disaster. 

In Kuwait, about 12 kilometres south of the Iraqi border, fires could be seen flickering on the horizon. Donald Rumsfeld, the U.S. Defence Secretary, did not confirm the sabotage, but said three or four oil wells

may have been ignited. The Pentagon -- which has warned that Iraqis have booby-trapped oil wells so one person can blow them up -- insists it will try to secure the oil fields quickly to prevent widespread damage to

Iraq's 1,685 wells.

Experts know exactly how damaging massive oil fires can be, having witnessed the devastation of the 1991 Persian Gulf War, when retreating Iraqi troops used plastic explosives to destroy more than 700 well heads

and turned Kuwait's occupied oil fields into a desert inferno.

It took months for firefighters to put out the geysers of burning crude oil. The dense smoke acidified rain and blocked out the sun, plunging Kuwait City into darkness.

The average temperature dropped seven degrees in Bahrain, about 400 kilometres away. Despite the

Pentagon's assurances, experts worry the destruction could be even more deadly this time. Saddam

Hussein has had more time to plan, and Iraq has more oil than Kuwait. The fires will be bigger, further

apart and harder to fight.

"Oil, generally, is just very nasty stuff," said Jay Austin, a senior attorney for the Washington-based

Environmental Law Institute, which conducted a detailed study of the environmental consequences of

the 1991 Persian Gulf War.

Oil may be nasty on its own, but it is even worse when it burns. "There are literally dozens of various

organic materials [that can be released when oil burns]," said Dr. Peter Hobbs, a professor of

atmospheric sciences at the University of Washington in Seattle. "They haven't even all been

documented, there are so many of them." Among the known toxins are trace metals, sulphur dioxide,

particulate matter and cancer-causing hydrocarbons -- all of which can exacerbate asthma and cause

other respiratory problems, especially in children and the elderly.

The soot can travel thousands of kilometres on the wind. Dr. Rudy Husar, director of Washington

University's Centre for Air Pollution Impact and Trend Analysis, who studied how the smoke dispersed

after the Gulf War, said it could easily drift as far as India and Afghanistan with the prevailing winds

before settling down.

It is most harmful, however, when it is thick, low to the ground and close to the source says Dr. Jack

Hardy, chairman of environmental sciences at Western Washington University, who remembers seeing

plants and animals coated with soot when he visited northern Kuwait in 1991.

"We saw dead sheep lying around covered with black soot, by the roadside and here and there," he

said. More than 80% of Kuwait's livestock are said to have died during the war.

Iraq's future, the experts say, will be even more dire if Saddam's troops continue setting oil wells on

fire.

When troops retreated in 1991, they attached plastic explosives to wellheads and piled sandbags

against them to direct the force of the explosions for maximum effect. This time, however, they may

set off explosives deep underground, within the well shafts themselves, a tactic that could make the

flames much more intense and harder to extinguish.

If that happened, firefighters would have to drill a new "relief well" and pump a mixture of sand, gel

and mud into each damaged shaft to try to plug it and stop the blowout.

"It's a long, arduous process," said Mark Badick of Safety Boss, Inc., a Calgary-based company that is

among the world's top oil well blowout firms. The company has been swamped with calls for help in

the wake of reports of the Iraqi fires.

In Kuwait, the heat was so intense, at more than 1,000C, that water sometimes continued boiling on

the ground for two days afterwards, Mr. Badick said. "We've had fire helmets melt on our heads," he

said.

Mr. Badick and his crews were able to put out as many as five fires a day in Kuwait 12 years ago, but

cleaning up after a single underground explosion can take two months.

"The longer you have combustion and smoke, the more stuff you're pumping into the atmosphere, and

the more that becomes a health concern," Mr. Austin, the environmental lawyer, explained. "The

quicker you can cap those, the better."

Water to fight the fires may also be harder to find. In Kuwait, Safety Boss was able to reverse the

pipelines normally pumping oil to the coast and pump sea water back to the fires. That cannot be done

as easily in Iraq: Many oil wells there are far from the coast, scattered in remote mountain areas. They

also have stronger oil flow rates than Kuwaiti wells, meaning bigger fires.

Then there are the fears Saddam will divert oil into the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, rendering them

useless for firefighters. There is a precedent. In 1991, the Iraqis opened the valves of oil tankers and

pumped four million barrels of crude oil into the Persian Gulf -- almost twice as much as the Exxon

Valdez disaster -- creating the largest marine slick in history. (The rivers will also spread any pollution

that seeps into them. Most Iraqis rely on river water for drinking.)

Iraq is also about 25 times larger than Kuwait. Moving from fire to fire may prove more difficult because

of the distance between them and the unwieldy terrain -- desert, swampy marshes, mountains.

Internationally important wetlands -- 33 of them -- are at stake, according to a study by BirdLife for

the United Nations Environment Programme. It found the areas are particularly vulnerable to pollution

from sabotaged oil wells.

Not only will the fires be harder to fight, they could be more deadly. The oil in northern Iraq contains

high concentrations of deadly hydrogen sulphide, a key component of sour gas.

"It attacks your central nervous system," said Laurie Reno, special projects manager at Safety Boss.

"One breath usually has a paralyzing effect, if it's deep enough.... Your second breath would normally

kill you."

It took Kuwait more than two years and US$50-billion to restore its oil output to prewar levels. If Iraq

sabotaged its oil fields, any cleanup could take far longer and cost much more.

In spite of all the bad signs, the lessons learned from the Gulf War bring some positive news. At the

time, scientists warned the burning oil could cause an environmental catastrophe, but their worst

fears were not realized because the fires were snuffed out so quickly, in months rather than years.

Dr. Hobbs -- who flew over the burning wells in 1991 and characterized them as Dante's inferno --

later published a study in the journal Science that concluded the smoke "probably had insignificant

global effects."
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Iraqi Environment Defenseless Before Warring Forces 

                      DOHA, Qatar, March 21, 2003 - The air campaign of coalition forces against  the Iraqi regime of Saddam Hussein went into high gear today, as hundreds of aircraft and cruise missiles targeted select regime leadership and military targets in Baghdad and other cities, U.S. Central Command officials said at  their headquarters on the outskirts of Doha. 

                      By midday Friday, as many as 30 oil wells were on fire in southern Iraq near Basra, according to British Defense Minister Geoff Hoon, who did not name a source for the information. A black haze from the fires billowed over Kuwait City and surrounding areas. 

                      This satellite image of Iraq, Kuwait, and parts of Saudi Arabia and Iran shows large plumes of black smoke associated with fires, shown by red dots,  and locations of known oil wells. March 21, 10:30am Baghdad time. (Photo courtesy NASA)

                      As coalition forces labored to secure the oil facilities, cruise missiles pounded Basra, considered the first major target of the advancing armies. 

                      Once the current conflict is over, the environment in Iraq will pose many  environmental challenges to those involved in post-conflict humanitarian relief and reconstruction.The United Nations                      Environment Programme (UNEP) announced today that its Post Conflict Assessment Unit has begun a desk study of Iraq's environment that is intended to provide a quick and timely overview of key issues to assist those                      attempting to heal the country. 

                      The study team will identify and suggest possible responses to environmental hazards arising directly from the ongoing military conflict. It is likely to identify priorities related to the management of freshwater and waste, as well as means of preventing further ecosystem degradation in the country. 

                      Drawing on information available from the media, government and NGO reports on the conflict, the UN agency will prepare a preliminary assessment with recommendations for avoiding, minimizing or mitigating risks to the  environment and human health in Iraq. 

                      During the 1991 Gulf War, Iraq set on fire 730 of the 1,000 oil wells in Kuwait, and released millions of barrels of oil into the Gulf, creating a set of environmental problems that are still being addressed by cleanup action. 

                      According to the U.S. Defense Department Iraq has about 1,500 well heads, roughly 1,000 in the south and roughly about 500 in the north. Iraq has a capability to deliberately release up to two to three million barrels a day of oil into the Gulf, a senior defense official said on condition of anonymity. Release  of oil could impact up to 15 desalination plants around the Gulf which provide essential drinking water to the population of this arid region. 

                      U.S. Department of Defense strategists are considering their responses to  possible flooding by Iraqi military forces. If the Iraqi military releases water into the Tigris River from upstream reservoirs, extensive flooding between Baghdad and Al Kut could occur. 

                      There is a precendent for their concerns. During the Iran-Iraq war, the Iraqi military created water obstacles to deter Iranian advances. 

                      Iraq's strategy could include releasing a small amount of water from major dams and canals to interrupt maneuvering units. 

                      Confluence of the Tigris and  Euphrates rivers (Photo  courtesy Waging Peace)

                      Iraq also could cause catastrophic flooding of portions of the Tigris and Euphrates river                      valleys, either by releasing large amounts of water from dams or by destroying them. The latter could cause major humanitarian crises in parts of Iraq, though Baghdad would experience minimal damage. 

                      The Al Qadisiyah Dam and its Hadiyha Reservoir are the primary water  sources for possible strategic flooding. The strategic release of water from  five reservoirs - Saddam, Dokan, Al Azim, Darbandikhan and the Diyala -  could be initiated to increase the flow rate of the Tigris. Water levels are                    expected to rise in these reservoirs as the rainy season continues. 

                      In Washington on Tuesday, international and environmental law experts from around the world warned that war in Iraq could cause an environmental  catastrophe in the Gulf region, and lead to serious violations of international laws governing war and environmental protection. 

                      In an open letter to the United Nations Security Council, UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan, and the leaders of the United States, United Kingdom, Turkey and Iraq, nearly 200 international lawyers and scholars from 51 countries warned of the "potential for massive, and possibly irreversible, environmental destruction that may follow from the use of internationally unlawful methods and means of warfare on the part of both the so-called 'coalition of the willing' and Iraq." 

U.S. F-16C Fighting Falcons  fly over northern Iraq (Photo  courtesy U.S. Air Force)

International law prohibits the use of  weapons or tactics "that are intended, or may be expected, to cause widespread, long term,  or severe damage to the  natural environment." 

The letter expresses deep concern at the refusal of all governments involved to rule out the possible use of nuclear weapons, noting that the use of such weapons "constitutes an indiscriminate  threat with likely harmful consequences to the civilian population of Iraq, civilians in other countries, and to future generations of non-combatants. 

Don Anton, professor of international environmental law at the Australian National University and a lead author of the letter, said, "This initiative  highlights the growing uniformity of opinion around the world about the grave danger of long term, and in some cases irreversible, damage posed to the natural environmental and cultural heritage in the event of war. If war comes to Iraq, it is paramount that international law in limiting such damage is observed." 

The Post Conflict Assessment study, requested by UNEP Executive Director Klaus Toepfer, will be financially supported by the government of  Switzerland. Opened in December 2001, the Post Conflict Assessment Unit                      has completed studies of environmental damage from conflicts in Afghanistan, Albania, Bosnia-Herzegovina, the Republic of Macedonia, and the Palestinian Territories, as well as a study of depleted uranium effects                      across the Balkans. 
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Iraq marshes vanishing 

     By Tim Hirsch 

     BBC Environment correspondent in Kyoto 

     The United Nations has revealed new evidence of a growing ecological catastrophe in the very region where tanks are advancing towards Baghdad. 

     Latest satellite images show that less than 7% of the Mesopotamian marshes now remain intact. 

     This is the area where the rivers Tigris and Euphrates join, and is thought by some to be the original site of the Garden of Eden. 

     In 2000, it was estimated that 90% of the natural wetland had disappeared,  through a combination of drainage works and dams upstream which restrict the  flow of the rivers. 

     But the latest images analysed by the UN Environment Programme (Unep) show that yet more of remaining marshland straddling the border with Iran has dried out. 

     Scientists fear that it could disappear completely within three to five years without urgent action. 

     Large areas of once thriving wetland habitats have now been reduced to barren wasteland, creating huge problems for local people as well as wildlife. 

     Among the threatened species are the Sacred Ibis and African Darter, which are said to be holding on at a knife's edge. 

     And the drying of the region has caused enormous problems for the Marsh Arabs, whose culture is closely linked with the wetland environment. 

     Indeed, Saddam Hussein was accused of deliberately draining the marshes as a tool of oppression against the marsh people, who opposed his regime, and to clear the way for his tanks to advance during the Iran-Iraq war. 

     But the problem has an international dimension, as dams upstream in Turkey and Syria have reduced the flow of the rivers into Iraq. 

     It is feared that new Turkish dams planned for the River Tigris, including the controversial Ilusu project, could make the situation worse. 

     Unep's executive director Klaus Toepfer revealed the new information on World Water Day (22 March), here at the World Water Forum. 

     He said: "As we mark World Water Day 2003, we are reminded of the dramatic destruction of the Mesopotamian marshlands over the past decade, a major  environmental catastrophe unerscoring the great pressures facing freshwater  ecosystems across the globe." 

     Dr Toepfer added that after the present conflict, Unep would be working with  international partners including the United States on the revitalisation of the  marshes - he said that must include co-operation between all the countries in the Tigris-Euphrates basin on management of fresh water in the region. 

________________________________________________________________________________________
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PRIVATE
Drying Mesopotamian Marshes Now Struck by Iraq War 

By Alexandru R. Savulescu 

KYOTO, Japan, March 22, 2003 (ENS) - The United Nations Environmental Program (UNEP) will be ready to start work reconstructing Iraq “within days” of the war's ending, Klaus Toepfer, UNEP’s Executive Director, said here at the 3rd World Water Forum today. “We have a standby unit at Bahrain ready to go into the country immediately after the conflict ends,” says Toepfer. 
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UNEP Executive Director Klaus Toepfer (Photo courtesy IISD)

Whether the UN agency will get the chance to go in and handle reconstruction is a different matter. Following the Bush administration's decision to ignore the UN Security Council in deciding to attack the country, it is possible that the United States will also sideline the UN in the reconstruction of a post-Saddam Iraq, awarding the big reconstruction contracts only to American companies. 

Presently, UNEP is assessing Iraq’s most urgent needs once conflict is over. More than 20 years of military operations in the Gulf have resulted in great damage to water resources, arable land, and a loss of biodiversity. Much of the damage, Toepfer believes, was deliberate destruction of the environment, and should be treated as a crime against humanity. 

“As we mark World Water Day 2003,” says Toepfer, “we are reminded of the dramatic destruction of the Mesopotamian marshlands in southern Iraq over the past decade.” 
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Mesopotamian marshes in parts of Iraq and Iran in 1973-1976 (Satellite image courtesy NASA)

These same wetlands are affected by the present conflict, being used as a traffic zone by U.S. ground forces on their way to Baghdad. 

Two years have elapsed since UNEP drew the world’s attention to the destruction of the fertile crescent Mesopotamian marshlands, lost mainly as a result of drainage and damming. 

The Tigris-Euphrates basin is amongst the most intensively dammed region in the world. The wetlands, which once covered between 15,000 and 20,000 square kilometers, were reduced in 2001 to around ten percent of that area. 

Now, in 2003, a further 30 percent, 325 square kilometers, of the remaining transboundary wetland has disappeared. 

PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=wetlands"
Mesopotamian marshes in the same parts of Iraq and Iran in 2000(Satellite image courtesy NASA)

Fresh satellite imagery shows that the desiccation trend continues unabated in the area known as Hawr Al-Hawizeh in Iraq, and as Hawr Al-Azim in Iran, and that the remaining wetlands are disappearing at an even more rapid pace than initially thought. 

A recent UNEP assessment mission in Iraq confirmed that the surviving wetlands are highly degraded, qualifying the area as an “environmental disaster zone.” 

New dams and large irrigation projects have tightened the grip on the rivers feeding the surviving marshlands. Internationally recognized as an exceptional human and natural heritage site inhabited by ancient communities descended from the Sumerians, and a haven for globally significant biodiversity, the marshlands have been turned into a desolate wasteland, with vast stretches salt encrusted. 

The collapse of Marsh Arab society, of the culture of a distinct indigenous people that has inhabited these marshlands for millennia, adds a human dimension to this modern environmental disaster. A 5,000 year old culture is coming to an abrupt end. 

The impact of marshland loss on the area’s wildlife is equally devastating, with significant implications for global biodiversity, as the marshlands provided a shelter and feeding stop for migratory birds from Siberia to Southern Africa. 
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Marsh Arabs in the days before the marshes became so dry (Photo courtesy Al-amood.dk)

Despite the tragic human and environmental catastrophe, the UNEP believes there is still a last window of opportunity to reverse wetland desiccation and achieve partial restoration is a long term recovery plan can be drafted for the Mesopotamian marshes. 

Toepfer called for a holistic ecosystem approach based on the ultimate goal of sustaining riverine ecology, in which all Tigris-Euphrates riparian countries, Iran, Iraq, Syria and Turkey, share the rivers’ waters in a coordinated and equitable manner. 

“Don’t mistake the ecosystems approach as a luxury item,” is Toepfer’s last warning. “I cannot emphasize enough the economic consequences of conservation of wetlands. It is a matter of livelihoods and survival.” 

______________________________________________________________________________________

Agence France Presse 

March 22, 2003 Saturday 

Mesopotamian marshes a top environmental priority for Iraq rebuilding 

      As US troops and tanks roll north from Kuwait across the oil fields at Umm Qasr and Iraq'a second city Basra,

      they will pass through the once-lush Mesopotamian marshes, now a desolate indication of the extensive

      environmental damage in Iraq. 

      Rehabilitating the marshes, considered the biblical-era Garden of Eden, should be among the top

      environmental priorities of Iraqi reconstruction efforts, United Nations Environment Program (UNEP)

      director Klaus Toepfer said Saturday on the margins of the Third World Water Forum. 

      "As we mark World Water Day 2003, we are reminded of the dramatic destruction of the Mesopotamian

      marshlands in southern Iraq over the past decade, a major environmental catastrophe underscoring the

      great pressures facing freshwater ecosystems across the globe," Toepfer said. "We have already lost half of

      the world's wetlands in the last 100 years, and the recent loss of one of the world's most outstanding

      wetlands in Mesopotamia confirms that more decisive and concrete action needs to be taken for their

      protection and restoration." 

      UNEP has since 1976 monitored the shrinking Mesopotamian marshlands, which once covered up to 20,000

      square kilometers (7,722 square miles) in the Tigris-Euphrates Delta. 

      According to satellite imagery collected by UNEP in 2002, the wetlands straddling the Iran-Iraq border had

      shrunk to just one thousand square kilometers. 

      Unconfirmed reports after the 1991 Gulf War suggest that Iraqi leader Saddam Hussein purposely drained the

      marshes to go after the wetlands' Marsh Arabs, Muslims whose Shiite practices contradicted his own Sunni

      faith. 

      Recent satellite data from the marshes, also home to endangered species of Sacred Ibis and African darter

      waterfowl, found that a further 325 square kilometers, some 30 percent, of the wetlands had disappeared. 

      Not all of the damage to the marshlands can be attributed to war, Toepfer stressed, and further

      environmental assessment of the area to determine just what damage has been caused by daily human

      pressure and what by the havoc war is planned. 

      A grant from the Swiss government is to help UNEP perform environmental surveys of both the marshlands

      and other ecologically-ravaged areas immediately after the current conflict is over, Toepfer said. 

      The United States has also offered "concrete signals" of its interest in environmental reconstruction. 

      Toepfer said the need for environmental rehabilitation after conflict was not confined to Iraq and noted an

      assessment of ecosystem rebuilding needs in Afghanistan, ravaged by 23 years of war, was enthusiastically

      welcomed by the new government of the central Asian nation. 

      "Taking an ecosystem approach to rehabilitation after conflict is a way to ensure the sustainability of a

      region -- not just for environmental reasons but economic and humanitarian as well," Toepfer said. 

      "We have a firm conviction that everybody should be aware that the environmental situation is not a luxury

      topic but a humanitarian necessity to ensure that water is available to ensure human and basic needs." 
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UN enviroment agency calls for including rehabilitation of southern marshes in any postwar

      reconstruction plan for Iraq 

      Rehabilitation of the marshlands of Mesopotamia, 90 percent of which were drained on orders of Saddam

      Hussein after the 1991 Gulf War, should be included in any postwar reconstruction plan for Iraq, the U.N.

      Environment Program said Saturday.

      Studies presented to the 3rd World Water Forum in Kyoto, Japan Saturday indicate that of the remaining 10  percent of the original 9,100-sq.-kilometer (3,500-sq.-mile) interconnected marches, wetlands and lakes,      one-third has disappeared in the past two years. 

      "As we mark World Water Day 2003, we are reminded again of the dramatic destruction of the Mesopotamian   marshlands and their unique culture and wildlife over the past decade," UNEP executive director Klaus Toepfer said in Kyoto. "It is an environmental catastrophe for this region and underscores the huge  pressures facing wetlands and freshwater ecosystems across the world."

      Topefer said he hoped that an end to hostilities in Iraq and the rehabilitation of the country would include a

      full assessment and action plan for the restoration of the marshes.

      Nairobi-based UNEP said the latest studies of the area, known as the Hawr Al-Hawizeh in Iraq and Hawr

      Al-Azim in Iran, indicate that the entire wetland could vanish in three to five years unless urgent action is

      taken to reverse the drying trend.

      The intentional draining of the marshes began after an aborted uprising of Iraqi Shiite Muslims at the end of  the Gulf War.

      In 1994, British defense officials called the draining deliberate and designed to open up the marshes to get

      at the insurgents.

      The Howard T. Odum Center for Wetlands at the University of Florida in Gainsville has already been working  on a project to restore the wetlands, according to an article published March 9 in The Gainsville Sun.

      The newspaper said the multibillion dollar effort, funded partly by the U.S. State Department and overseen

      by the Iraqi Foundation, a U.S.-based Iraqi opposition group, aims to reverse the damage of the past 12

      years.

      Dubbed "Eden Again" in reference to the beliefs of some that the marshlands are the location of the biblical  Garden of Eden, the project began in August 2001.

      Director Suzie Alwash, a professor of geology at El Camino College in Torrance, California, told the

      newspaper the project was not dependant on U.S. war efforts.

      ______________________________________________________________________________________

REUTERS 

UN Agency Ready to Assess Iraq Environment Damage 

PRIVATE

PRIVATE




GENEVA (Reuters) - As oil wells burned in Iraq (news - web sites) on Friday, the United Nations (news - web sites) Environment Program (UNEP) said it stood ready to enter the country to assess the environmental damage of the conflict. 

PRIVATE



The agency, which has assessed post-conflict damage in the occupied Palestinian territories, Afghanistan (news - web sites) and in the Balkans, typically sends in teams of 15 to 20 experts to collect samples of soil, water and vegetation for analysis. 

U.S. and British forces penetrated deep into Iraqi territory on Friday, meeting sporadic resistance on the road to Baghdad. 

"I know there are other priorities at the moment but it makes sense to do this as soon as security permits and provided we're not getting in the way of other activities," UNEP spokesman Michael Williams told Reuters. 

"It's early days yet...We have no detailed plans other than we think it would be a good idea," he added. 

Britain's defense chief Admiral Sir Michael Boyce said on Friday that seven oil fields had been set on fire by the Iraqis -- not the 30 earlier reported by Defense Minister Geoff Hoon. 

The reports raised fears of a potential environmental disaster that could dwarf that suffered at the end of the 1991 Gulf War (news - web sites). 

Iraqi forces torched about 700 Kuwaiti oil wells, creating a toxic black cloud over the entire region, leaving its ecosystem in tatters and setting a worrying precedent for Iraq which has about 2,000 oil wells. 

Temperatures fell, Gulf fisheries collapsed and fresh water supplies were poisoned by fires and giant oil slicks, extending human suffering long after the end of the war in which more than 100,000 people died. 

U.N. aid agencies, which hope to avert food shortages and disease among the already impoverished and underfed population, are expected to appeal for more than $1 billion early next week. 

"The environment is of course in many ways a humanitarian issue in the sense that what affects the environment does impact people sooner or later," Williams told a news briefing. 

U.N. partners, specialists and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) would meet in a week to discuss their approach to the Iraqi environmental situation, he added. 

In the meantime, UNEP had launched a study to prepare a preliminary assessment of the most pressing environmental challenges facing those involved in the Iraqi post-conflict humanitarian relief and reconstruction effort. 

The study will pull together existing information and is expected to be completed in late April, Williams said. Iraq already had problems with the drainage of its marshlands and the general decay of its water and waste infrastructure, he added. 

"We are basically gathering all the existing knowledge about the state of the environment in Iraq which of course is a cause for serious concern given all the conflicts over the past 20 years," he said. 

________________________________________________________________________________________

UNWIRE
IRAQ: 30 Oil Wells Reported Ablaze; Experts Warn Of Disaster 

Billowing smoke and flames reported today by U.S. and British troops in southern Iraq support accusations by officials that Iraqi troops have started blowing up oil wells, which experts said could prompt an environmental disaster. 

U.K. Foreign Secretary Jack Straw told the BBC today that the Iraqis had set fire to 30 oil wells (United Press International, March 21). U.S. Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld said three or four oil wells may have been ignited and Canadian-based Safety Boss Inc., one of the world's top oil well blowout firms, said it has been receiving reports today of Iraqi fires.

U.S. defense officials said they will move quickly to secure the oil fields and prevent widespread damage to Iraq's 1,685 wells, but experts said the oil fires could be bigger, deadlier, further apart and harder to fight than those set in Kuwait at the end of the 1991 Gulf War. Restoring Kuwait's pre-war oil output levels took more than two years and cost $50 billion.

A study by BirdLife for the U.N. Environment Program said 33 internationally important wetlands are at risk, and environmental experts said burning oil could release trace metals such as sulfur dioxide, particulate matter and cancer-causing hydrocarbons into the atmosphere. Soot could travel as far as India and Afghanistan, according to Rudy Husar, director of Washington University's Center for Air Pollution Impact and Trend Analysis.

Experts warned that Iraqi troops may set off explosives within the well shafts themselves, which could make the flames much more intense and harder to extinguish. Finding water to fight the fires may also be more difficult, they said, because many oil wells are far from the coast and scattered in remote mountain areas. They also expressed concern about the possible contamination of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers. 

"The longer you have combustion and smoke, the more stuff you're pumping into the atmosphere, and the more that becomes a health concern," said Jay Austin, a senior attorney for the Washington-based Environmental Law Institute. "The quicker you can cap those, the better" (Mary Vallis, National Post, March 21).

UNEP Launches Assessment To Avert Potential Post-Conflict Hazards 

UNEP today announced that its Post-Conflict Assessment Unit has launched a desk study of the environment in Iraq to provide a rapid and timely overview of key environmental issues and identify possible responses to hazards arising directly from the ongoing military conflict.

The study, requested by UNEP Executive Director Klaus Toepfer, will use information from various sources, including current media, governments and nongovernmental organizations, to provide a preliminary assessment of the most pressing environmental challenges facing the reconstruction effort. It will provide recommendations for mitigating risks to the environment and human health and identify priorities in managing freshwater and waste, as well as means of preventing further ecosystem degradation in Iraq. 

UNEP has also made available on its Web site comprehensive information on "Conflict and the Environment in West Asia (Iraq, Kuwait and the Gulf Region)," which includes various statistics and surveys conducted after the 1991 Gulf War (U.N. release, March 21).

_____________________________________________________________________________________

BBC

Great apes 'at risk from Ebola' 

     By Alex Kirby 

     BBC News Online environment correspondent 

     The Ebola virus that has claimed many human lives in central Africa is also

     threatening the region's great apes, conservationists say. 

             Infected hunters have reported eating the dead gorillas

             and chimpanzees 

             IUCN 

     More than 80 people have died this year in the outbreak, in the Gabon/Congo-Brazzavile

     border area. 

     There are now fears for one of the largest concentrations of western lowland gorillas. 

     Some scientists believe the virus may have killed thousands of apes in the last few years. 

     The warning comes from IUCN-The World Conservation Union, which represents 10,000

     government and non-government scientists from 180 countries. 

     Dr William Karesh, of the US Wildlife Conservation Society (WCS), co-chairs the veterinary

     specialist group of IUCN's Species Survival Commission. 

     He believes the Ebola outbreak has affected tens of thousands of square kilometres over the

     last five or six years. 

     Impact neglected 

     In that time it has killed hundreds of people, and Dr Karesh says there is "a real possibility"

     that thousands of great apes have also succumbed. 

     He said: "For years, many of us have been trying to point out that disease and health (whether

     wildlife, domestic animals, or human) are critical factors that have to be included in effective

     conservation planning." 

     Dr Jean-Christophe Vie, of IUCN's Species Programme, said: "Diseases affecting wildlife have

     not always been properly taken into account in conservation planning in the past. 

     "Chimpanzees and gorillas are already endangered, and Ebola adds yet another threat to those

     already facing these species, such as deforestation and the wild meat trade." 

     Ebola haemorrhagic fever is described by the World Health Organization as "one of the most

     virulent viral diseases known, causing death in 50-90% of all clinically ill cases". The virus was

     confirmed in Congo in December 2002. 

     Six gorillas, all from one family group which had been followed by researchers for 10 years,

     were found dead at the time in a sanctuary covering roughly 11,000 square kilometres (4,250

     square miles) in north-western Congo, near Gabon. 

     Local people have been involved in establishing the sanctuary as a protected area to prepare

     gorillas for the arrival of tourists. 

     Perilous kinship 

     At the end of January eight gorilla families were found to have disappeared over the previous

     two months: conservationists reported what IUCN calls "the quasi-disappearance" of the

     species from the sanctuary. 

     IUCN says primates are especially susceptible to many diseases affecting humans, apart from

     Ebola, because of their close relationship to us. 

     It says: "The transmission of the virus from the forest near the affected villages follows

     contact between hunters and the carcasses of great apes. 

     "Infected hunters have reported eating the dead gorillas and chimpanzees (although it is illegal

     to do so)." 

     Several organisations have been working for some years to monitor the health of the region's

     gorillas. They include WCS, Ecofac (Conservation and Rational Use of Central African Forest

     Ecosystems), and CIRMF (Primatology Centre, International Medical Research Institute,

     Gabon). 

     Dr Karesh said managing the problem was near-impossible because of the region's instability.

     He urged a programme of Ebola research and prevention. 

     Lowland gorillas, which are classed as endangered, live in tropical rain forests in the DRC,

     Congo-Brazzaville, Gabon, Equatorial Guinea, Cameroon, and the Central African Republic. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ROAP Media Update –  24 March 2003

Topical News Issues
World Water Forum falls flat – Ministerial meeting fails to provide adequate solutions to ease global crisis

The Nation (Bangkok), March 24, 2003 (AFP) – A declaration yesterday from the ministerial meeting ending the Third World Water Forum prioritized water issues as an “urgent global requirement” but failed to suggest concrete action to end the global water and sanitation crisis.

UN warns against eco disaster in Iraq 
The Hindu, United Nations, March 23. (PTI): Warning about disappearance of marshlands in Southern Iraq, the United Nations has urged that reconstruction effort at the end of the current conflict should make efforts to rehabilitate them. 
The marshlands of Mesopotamia in Iraq, the "fertile crescent", are considered by some to be the Biblical location of the Garden of Eden. 
The United Nations Environment progarmme (UNEP) says one-third of marshlands have disappeared in the last two years. 
http://www.hinduonnet.com/thehindu/holnus/03231415.htm 
http://www.deepikaglobal.com/ENG4_sub.asp?ccode=ENG4&newscode=1375 

Ecosystem approach essential for water management: UNEP
Daily Times (Pakistan), March 24, 2003 (By Khalid Mustafa) - KYOTO: As bombs rain down on Iraq, United Nation’s Environment Programme (UNEP) Executive Director Klaus Toepfer used the region’s last remaining Mesopotamian marshlands in southern Iraq to drive home the urgency of attention needed on the world’s vanishing wetlands and the importance of ecosystem management in all water issues.
“Huge floods have recently been linked to climate change, yes, but it is also an ecosystem problem. We must see that other factors are playing a very important role as well,” said Toepfer.
http://www.dailytimes.com.pk/default.asp?page=story_23-3-2003_pg4_19 

UN Agency Kicks Off Plan To Mobilize World Youth To Protect The Environment 
Europa World, March 14, 2003 - The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) launched in Sydney this week the first event in a campaign to mobilize the world's children and youth to protect the planet's environment.
The Eco-Innovate 03 Forum, with high-profile speakers, discussion forums, hands-on design sessions and mentoring by business and technology leaders, will be held from 14 to 18 July and is expected to attract more than 100 young people aged 15 to 23 from Australia, New Zealand, Singapore, Thailand, Indonesia, the Philippines, China and India.
Initiated by UNEP, Bayer, and the University of New South Wales (UNSW), the forum is part of UNEP's new TUNZA strategy designed to enhance the ability of young people to take action and influence decision makers for a sustainable world. Tunza means "to treat with care and affection" in the East African Kiswahili language.
http://www.europaworld.org/week120/unagency14303.htm 

World Water Day today
The Daily Star, March 22, 2003 (BSS, Dhaka) - The World Water Day will be observed today in Bangladesh as elsewhere in the world seeking greater global understanding to ensure safe drinking water for the future. 
The day is celebrated with due importance each year since the United Nations General Assembly adopted a resolution in 1992 designating it as the World Water Day (WWD). 
The theme of this year's WWD is 'Water for the Future'. The theme emphasises that it is essential to achieve the Millennium Development goal to halve, by 2015, the number of people living without safe drinking water and basic sanitation. 
The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) is the lead UN agency for observation of WWD.
http://www.dailystarnews.com/200303/22/n3032210.htm#BODY10

Pioneering Atlas on Freshwater Supports Hydro-Diplomacy 
KYOTO, Japan, March 20, 2003 (ENS) - International organizations should take the role of "marriage guidance counselors" for trans-boundary water issues before they turn into water conflicts between countries, the United Nation's top environmental official said today. Klaus Toepfer, executive director of the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) made this suggestion at the launch of a study released at the 3rd World Water Forum today to mark World Water Day, observed every year on March 22. 
http://ens-news.com/ens/mar2003/2003-03-20-02.asp __________________________________________________________________________________________ ROE Media Update of 21 March

General environment news

Le Monde, page 28, 21 March: “En 2050, de deux à sept milliards d’humains pourraient manquer d'eau”

L'augmentation de la population mondiale devrait conduire, selon l'Unesco, à une carence de cette ressource vitale. Pour éviter cela, les experts, réunis à Kyoto et à Florence, invitent à lutter contre le gaspillage, à améliorer l'irrigation et à investir dans des équipements. 

http://www.lemonde.fr/recherche_articleweb/1,9687,313635,00.html?query=Kyoto+forum+eau&query2=&booleen=et&num_page=1&auteur=&dans=dansarticle&periode=7&ordre=pertinence&debutjour=&debutmois=&debutannee=&finjour=&finmois=&finannee=&G_NBARCHIVES=767+524
Additional News from Russian newspapers

Russian State Programme of water facilities development

Moscow, 19 March, Mr. Tarasov, First Deputy Minister of Natural Resources,

participated in Douma's discussions on the state of water resources in

Russia. He informed the Russian State Douma that the Ministry of Natural

Resources together with other relevant bodies is working on a national

programme on improvement and development of water management system.  The

aim of the programme is to provide population with high quality drinking

water, improve waste water management, improve environmental conditions of

all water bodies.

http://www.mnr.gov.ru/index.php?1+&act=news&id=1420

Water day in Russia

Rostov, 21 March.   Rostov region is celebrating tomorrow the World Water

Day, organizing public actions, a press conference, public information

activities, round tables and competitions.

http://news.priroda.ru/index.php?rid=9&limit=1&next=10&view=1&id=7658

Water museum in Kiev

Kiev, 15-21 March.  Kiev authorities are preparing for inauguration of a

Water museum in Kiev.  The inauguration is scheduled for the dates of the

Kiev Ministerial Conference on Environment.  However, the situation with

water supply in the country is very bad.  The museum building itself will

considerably damage the environment of the area where it is built.  An

environmental NGO "Green world" complained that the construction of the

museum is a waste of financial resources which could be used with more

benefit for public health and environment.

http://www.zerkalo-nedeli/com/nn/print/37914

War in Iraq may cause an environmental disaster in the South of Russia

Moscow, 21 March.  Military operations in Iraq may damage the environmental

situation in the South of Russia, according to the Ministry of Natural

Resources of RF.  Military operation will certainly provoke fires of oil

fields and combustion products will be transported by air at a very long

distance and the air will be polluted in very large areas

http://regnum.ru/allnews/98517.html

War in Iraq may cause an earthquake in Caucasus

Kiev, 21 March. Mr. S. Balasian, the President of the Armenian Association

of Seismology and Physics of the Earth, believes that the bombardments of

Iraq may cause the move of the Earth crust and disbalance the seismic

situation in the Caucasus and Central Asia regions.  He also thinks that

fires of oil fields and installations will considerably influence climate.

http://www.elvisti.com/ecology.shtml
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ROLAC  MEDIA UPDATE –23  March 2003 

www.ips.org
South Could Become Scenario of Wars over Water 

Mario Osava 


RIO DE JANEIRO, Mar 21 (IPS) - Developing countries rich in water resources could become scenarios of war similar to what is happening today in Iraq if water continues to be privatised and sold like any other merchandise or ''good'', warned Leonardo Morelli, the organiser of the Social Water Forum, taking place in Brazil. 

''Today war is being waged over oil, tomorrow it will be for water,'' Morelli, who is also the coordinator of the Brazilian Shout for Water Movement, told IPS in a telephone interview in a break in the debates and seminars that have drawn activists from around South America this week to Cotía, a city on the outskirts of Sao Paulo. 

Conflicts on a planetary scale could arise from the fact that the developing South has the world's greatest reserves of freshwater, while ''those who have the money are in the industrialised North,'' he augured. 

Morelli pointed out that Israel has just 500 litres of water a year per person, while in Brazil and Paraguay the average is 10,000 and 63,000 litres a year per person, respectively. 

Water, a ''patrimony of humanity,'' must not be governed by market forces, but by public systems based on the concepts of cooperation and solidarity, due to the possibility of growing shortages caused by pollution and the wasteful use of water, he argued. 

Control over Iraq is strategic not only because of the country's oil reserves, but also due to the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, which make that country important in a region with scarce sources of water, noted U.S. writer Norman Mailer in an article on the Iraq crisis published earlier this month by the Brazilian newspaper O Estado de Sao Paulo. 

The Social Water Forum and similar gatherings in the northern Italian city of Florence, New Delhi, India, and New York are being held as sort of counterpoints to the third World Water Forum, which opened Mar. 16 in Kyoto, Japan. 

Some 10,000 experts and representatives from 160 countries, international bodies, and non-governmental organisations (NGOs) are taking part in the World Water Forum in Japan, which ends on Mar. 23. 

The parallel social forums, organised by environmental groups and social movements, are being held to protest the approach taken by the Kyoto forum and to defend water as a human right and a common resource, whose management must be under public control. 

The roughly 400 experts and delegates of NGOs participating in the Social Water Forum in Brazil have been discussing the social issues that arise in the global debates on managing water. 

The participants maintain that clean and affordable water for all is a human right, and that water management must be environmentally sustainable and socially fair. 

Prevailing at the Kyoto meeting, on the other hand, are financial aspects, ''the economy-based focus of the World Bank,'' like the idea of charging user fees and thus controlling water consumption, Morelli criticised. 

That approach was confirmed, he said, by the Moroccan government's decision to reward the King Hassan II Great World Water Prize, which includes an award of 100,000 dollars, to the president of Brazil's National Water Agency, Jerson Kelman, at the third World Water Forum. 

According to the prize-givers, Kelman led the effort to put together a legal and institutional framework for an integrated water resources management system in Brazil. 

But Morelli complained that what the National Water Agency did was to introduce a water management model that favoured powerful economic players, at the expense of environmental and social aspects, and allowed power plants to use too much water, thus triggering the 2001 energy crisis. 

It also allowed transnational corporations to gain control over underground water, which they sell as mineral water, while the Brazilian population must make do with surface water, which is far more exposed to pollution, he added. 

The Social Water Forum is promoting a plan for mobilisation by civil society in defence of water sources that Brazil shares with neighbouring Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Paraguay and Uruguay, such as the Amazon jungle rivers and the Rio de la Plata. 

The plan also covers the Guarani aquifer, one of the world's largest water reservoirs, which extends from south-central Brazil to Argentina, Paraguay and Uruguay (the four countries that make up the Mercosur or Southern Common Market trade bloc). 

The idea is to promote coordinated actions by a network of social and environmental groups from the Mercosur nations as well as the eight countries that share the Amazon jungle, and file complaints with the International Court of Justice in the Hague over serious violations of the right of all living things to water, said Morelli. 

One illustration of the problems caused by the privatisation of water was a series of social protests in the central Bolivian department of Cochabamba between Apr. 4-11, 2000, in which several people were killed and almost 200 injured. 

Peasant farmers in Bolivia who depend on irrigation to grow their crops took to the streets to protest a government decision to grant a 40-year privatisation contract over all water sources to a private company, Virginia Amurrio, one of the leaders of the Cochabamba Federation of Irrigators, told IPS by phone from Cotía. 

The privatisation allowed Aguas del Tunari, a subsidiary of the giant Bechtel corporation, to charge fees for the water consumed, at prices pegged to the dollar, to which a tax was added. That led to an immediate skyrocketing of utility fees, which climbed by as much as 200 percent in some cases. 

In a country where the minimum wage is less than 100 dollars a month, some families were paying 20 dollars a month in water bills. 

The protesters also complained that the privatisation ''failed to respect the rights and customs of the local communities that depended on irrigation,'' said Amurrio. 

The protesters blocked roads and engaged in ''fierce battles'' with the police until the law on Potable Water and Sanitation, which authorised the privatisation, was repealed and replaced by legislation that guaranteed life-long access to water resources for the roughly 15,000 peasant families in the region. 

Women, who bear the main responsibility for fetching water in that region, took part in organising the protests. In the confrontations with the police, they ''joined the fray with slingshots, stones, and even biting,'' when they saw their men ''being injured or killed,'' said Amurrio. 

But small farmers in Bolivia must now fight another threat, a law on national parks, under which private companies could be granted

__________________________________________________________________________________________

ROWA Media Briefing
Oman
The World Water Day in Oman

Oman celebrated the World Water Day and the Gulf Water Week in 22nd of March with the slogan of “Our Water, our future”.

http://www.omandaily.com/
Saudi Arabia
Falcon to its Environment

Under the patronage of H.R.H. Prince Sultan Bin Abdel Aziz, they will start the project of releasing Falcons to its habitat. And this showed the kind initiative of H.R.H that assured the government efforts in this regard.  

http://www.okaz.com.sa/
__________________________________________________________________________________________
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F R I D A Y    H I G H L I G H T S
*
Security Council experts to hold talks on adjustments to UN Oil-for-Food programme

*
Annan, top UN relief officials to hold summit on Iraq next week

*
Security Council backs gradual pullout of UN peacekeepers from Sierra Leone

*
WHO announces step forward for diagnostic test for new respiratory disease

*
Security remains ‘serious challenge’ to Afghan peace process, Annan says

*
UN refugee agency concerned by new US asylum policy

*
Côte d’Ivoire: UN renews aid appeal for 163,000 refugees displaced by crisis 

*
Annan calls on governments, civil society to eliminate racism

*
UN agencies focus on sustainable management plans ahead of World Water Day

*
ECOSOC gears business leaders on investment in poor countries

* * * *

Iraq: Oil-for-Food

21 March – A group of experts will begin discussing plans tomorrow for adjustments to the United Nations humanitarian Oil-for-Food programme based on suggestions submitted by Secretary-General Kofi Annan, the President of the Security Council said today.

Council members “welcomed the Secretary-General’s proposal for a plan to provide humanitarian emergency relief in Iraq and they decided it would serve as a good working basis,” Ambassador Mamady Traoré of Guinea said in a press statement. They also “agreed on the need there is to rapidly take appropriate measures to contend with the humanitarian emergency prevailing in Iraq.”

Ambassador Traoré’s statement came after Council members met in closed consultations to discuss a letter from Secretary-General Kofi Annan suggesting possible adjustments to the Oil-for-Food Programme – which permits Baghdad to use a portion of revenues generated by petroleum exports to purchase food and other relief supplies – aimed at enabling the United Nations to continue to provide humanitarian assistance to the people of Iraq.

Deputy Secretary-General Louise Fréchette, as well as Benon Sevan, Executive Director of the Office of the Iraq Programme, UN Legal Counsel Hans Corell and Under-Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs Kenzo Oshima were present to answer any questions.

The operation had been suspended on Monday after Mr. Annan ordered the withdrawal of all UN personnel from Iraq, leaving it with no inspectors to monitor the selling of oil and the distribution of food required by the programme.

Ambassador Gunter Pleuger of Germany, which chairs the Council committee overseeing the UN programme, also stressed the Council’s agreement on the need for the “necessary adjustments and arrangements that are supposed to be made in order to avoid a humanitarian catastrophe in Iraq.”

He told reporters that during its informal discussions today, the Council “was agreed that the available supplies, especially from the Oil-For-Food Programme, should be used to alleviate the plight of the Iraqi people [and] also agreed that the natural resources of Iraq belong to the Iraqi people and should be made available to them.”

* * *

Iraq: humanitarian

21 March – Secretary-General Kofi Annan will meet top United Nations humanitarian officials next week in New York to discuss the coordination of all future aid to the Iraqi people, a UN spokesman said today.

The announcement came as UN agencies in the region mustered their resources to bring relief to civilians, ranging from preparations outside Iraq for fleeing refugees and providing food for the hungry, to medical care for pregnant women inside the country and monitoring the effect of the conflict on Iraq’s environment.

Participants in the meeting on Wednesday are expected to include UN Development Programme (UNDP) Administrator Mark Malloch Brown; World Food Programme (WFP) Executive Director James T. Morris; UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) Executive Director Carol Bellamy and UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) Ruud Lubbers. Also scheduled to take part in the meeting are Kenzo Oshima, the Head of the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), and Benon Sevan, the Executive Director of the now-suspended Oil-for-Food programme, which allows Baghdad to use a portion of its petroleum sales to buy relief supplies.

Meanwhile on the ground, the UNHCR reported today that its offices in the region had not registered any mass movements of refugees into neighbouring states. During the UN’s humanitarian briefing in Amman, Jordan, UNHCR reiterated that it currently had relief supplies in place in the region for some 300,000 people and should reach 350,000 by the end of the month.

To protect the health of pregnant women displaced by war, the UN Population Fund (UNFPA) announced that it had put essential medical supplies and equipment in place inside Iraq and at sites in neighbouring countries where refugees are anticipated.

Warning that pregnancy and birthing complications are generally the leading causes of death for displaced women and girls in times of upheaval, UNFPA said it had deployed life-saving equipment including mobile emergency obstetric care surgery units, ambulances and ultrasound scanners, as well as antibiotics, other drugs and clean delivery and postnatal care supplies.

The WFP told the Amman briefing it had secured enough food for two million people for one month, thanks to $46 million from various donors, led by the United States with $40 million. But spokesman Khaled Mansour noted that the WFP was gearing up for an operation that could cost over $1 billion to ensure that the majority of the Iraqi people who could run out of food in less than six weeks could meet their basic food needs.

“We may well soon be talking about the largest humanitarian operation in history,” he said, warning that the level of funding did not augur well. WFP had some contacts with local staff members in northern Iraq, where it manages the general food distribution system, and it seemed work had effectively stopped, he added. WFP has also been assisting more than 630,000 vulnerable people there including school and malnourished children.

UNICEF said local staff in Baghdad today loaded two trucks with basic foodstuffs, including rice, flour, wheat and tinned meat for 600 and 800 orphans, children separated from their parents or with severe disabilities in four institutions. It was also trying to reach two other institutions in Kerbala, south of Baghdad.

“These places are often rather desperate,” spokesman Geoffrey Keele said. “In the current very difficult circumstances we hope to be able to at least keep the children alive and keep an eye on their welfare.”

The Office of the Humanitarian Coordinator for Iraq estimated there could be 300,000 internal refugees in the three northern governorates of Erbil, Dohuk and Suleimaniyah, half of whom are coming from the centre-south. While 90 per cent are housed with relatives, the UN Office of Project Services (UNOPS), which is distributing relief assistance and preparing camps, estimates that 10 per cent will need assistance.

Food and electricity may become a problem if distribution and services are interrupted, said spokeswoman Veronique Taveau. UNOPS has pre-positioned non-food items and UN national staff are working with local authorities to respond to existing needs. But, she warned that there was still a shortfall of $72 million for the emergency appeal covering the contingency plan of all UN agencies.

In Geneva, the UN Environment Programme (UNEP) announced that its Post Conflict Assessment Unit (PCAU) had begun an environmental desk study aimed at avoiding or mitigating risks to the environment and human health in Iraq. The study is likely to identify priorities related to the management of freshwater and waste, as well as means of preventing further ecosystem degradation. It will also identify and suggest possible responses to environmental hazards arising directly from the military conflict.

At UN Headquarters in New York, Olara A. Otunnu, Special Representative of the Secretary-General for Children and Armed Conflict, added his voice to UN officials calling on all parties to ensure the rights, protection and well-being of children at all times during the conflict.

“It is the responsibility of the parties to ensure that children are given special protection, that children and facilities critical for their well-being, such as hospitals and schools, are not attacked, and that children are not used as combatants,” he said.

* * *

Sierra Leone

21 March – Backing Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s recommendation for a gradual withdrawal of United Nations peacekeepers in Sierra Leone, the Security Council today agreed that the rate of evacuation should take into account the capacity of the country’s police and army to maintain security.

Council members “welcomed the role played by the UN Mission in Sierra Leone (UNAMSIL) in maintaining stability” in the conflict-torn country, the President of the Security Council, Ambassador Mamady Traoré of Guinea said in a press statement. In addition, members “decided to consider a resolution extending the mandate of UNAMSIL for a period of six months, to be adopted next week.”

The statement came after the Council met to consider a report submitted by Mr. Annan on the situation in Sierra Leone and the role of UNAMSIL, which noted “considerable shortcomings” in the country’s armed and law enforcement forces. The Secretary-General said it would prudent to pursue a gradual drawdown of the UN mission. He also stressed that the security of Sierra Leone could not be fully ensured while conflict in Liberia persists.

“The members of the Council reiterated their concern at the destabilizing impact of the conflict in Liberia on the subregion, and on Sierra Leone in particular,” the President of the Council said. “They called on the Liberian Government and Liberians United for Reconciliation and Democracy (LURD) to initiate a direct dialogue with a view to a peaceful settlement of their dispute.”

Ambassador Traoré also said Council members invited countries to make generous contributions for the financing of the UN’s reintegration and civilian training programmes in Sierra Leone.

* * *

WHO

21 March – The United Nations World Health Organization (WHO) announced a major step today forward toward developing a diagnostic test for a recently emerged respiratory disease by successfully growing in cell culture an infectious agent that might be the cause of the mystery ailment, known as Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS).

“This is not just some light at the end of the tunnel, this is a real ray of sunshine,” said WHO virologist Dr Klaus Stöhr, who is coordinating collaborative laboratory efforts to track down the disease that has infected 350 people, including 10 who have died, mainly in South East Asia and among health care workers. 

WHO said the progress had occurred despite the failure up to now to pinpoint the exact identity of the causative agent but it cautioned that the number of patients in the test was small and more work needed to be done.

“The scientific community is excited by the news, which could be regarded as the first important step towards the development of a diagnostic test,” WHO said in a press release.

Researchers at a laboratory in a new network set up on Monday took serum samples from the blood of recovering SARS patients and a matching number of healthy volunteers in what is known as a “blinded” test, WHO said.

The infectious agent resembles the morphology of a Paramyxovirus but scientists cannot be certain about the identity of the virus, which may indeed be a new Paramyxovirus or another virus with a similar morphology. 

The laboratory is one of 11 leading facilities participating in an international multicentre research project set up by WHO on 17 March to expedite identification of the causative agent and rapidly develop a diagnostic test for the disease, the symptoms of which include high fever, cough, shortness of breath and difficulty in breathing.

WHO also announced that a team of five infectious disease experts would travel to China over the weekend at the request of the Chinese Government to help investigate an outbreak of atypical pneumonia that began in Guangdong Province in mid-November, which sickened 305 people, killing five. That outbreak has been linked to the current one, which first surfaced in Asia in mid-February, by geography and timing.

SARS cases have now been detected in 13 countries on three continents. Hong Kong, which as of today accounts for 203 of the 350 suspected or probable cases reported worldwide, remains the most severely affected area. Countries reporting their first suspected cases are Italy and Ireland, with one case each. New cases were reported in Hong Kong (30), Singapore (5), Taiwan, China (2), Thailand (3), and the United States of America (2).

* * *

Afghanistan

21 March – Security remains the most serious challenge facing Afghanistan, the United Nations Secretary General Kofi Annan says in a report issued today on progress made in the reconstruction efforts and transition towards a fully representative national government.

“Afghanistan’s peace process remains fragile,” Mr. Annan states in a report to the Security Council and general Assembly. “Insecurity and the lack of law and order continues to impact negatively on the lives of Afghans everyday, whittling away at the support for the transitional process.”

The report describes progress in the implementation of the Bonn Agreement which paved the way for Afghanistan’s political transition, with support from the UN Assistance Mission to Afghanistan (UNAMA). It also coincides with the completion of UNAMA’s initial one-year mandate.

Mr. Annan stresses that creating a national army and police would be key in achieving “more control over the continuing problem of security and lawlessness.” He says the overall disarmament, demobilization and reintegration would also help to promote an improved human rights environment, economic development and the ability of the Government of Afghanistan to enhance its authority and legitimacy. 

“The constitution-making process set for 2003 is another State-building exercise fundamental to the Bonn process,” he adds. “It will therefore be vital that the process of drafting, consultation, debate and decision-making be at all times driven and led by Afghans, who alone can properly gauge and reflect in their constitution the wishes of the people.” There were, however, some “spoilers” intent on thwarting the peace process, he adds.

“At present, there remain clear signs that, despite President [Hamid] Karzai’s statesmanlike example of national leadership, elements of the transitional administration continue to be seen by Afghans as serving primarily one Afghan constituency or another,” Mr. Annan says, adding that those undermining the peace process “must be left in no doubt that the authorities in Afghanistan and the international community stand ready to protect and see the peace process through to the end.”

Urging donors to continue to meet their commitments to Afghanistan, the Secretary-General warns that without considerable political and financial engagement from the international community, “the progress made thus far might not only slow down, but indeed, be dangerously reversed.”

* * *

Refugees

21 March – With worldwide anxiety over homeland security prompting governments to rethink their national immigration and asylum guidelines, the United Nations refugee agency today voiced concern that a new United States policy requiring mandatory detention of asylum-seekers based on nationality unjustly targets persons who themselves are fleeing conflict and human suffering.

In a letter to the US Government yesterday, the UN High Commissioner for Refugees, Ruud Lubbers, noted that, “detention of asylum seekers should be the exception, not the rule and should be based on an individualized assessment of the security risk the person poses. Blanket mandatory detention based on nationality varies from accepted international human rights norms and standards.” 

The policy – dubbed “Operation Liberty Shield” – was announced earlier in the week, and includes calls for the mandatory automatic detention of asylum-seekers from 33 classified countries and territories “where Al-Qaida, Al-Qaida sympathizers, and other terrorist groups are known to have operated.” The US Government bills the policy as a comprehensive national plan “designed to increase protections for America’s citizens and infrastructure while maintaining the free flow of goods and people across borders.”

From Geneva today, a spokesman from the Office of the High Commissioner (UNHCR) said while the agency fully recognizes and supports the need for heightened security measures during tenuous times of increased insecurity, the tendency to link asylum seekers and refugees to terrorism is a dangerous and erroneous one. 

Kris Janowski stressed that asylum seekers who reach the US have themselves escaped acts of persecution and violence, including terrorism, and have proven time and again that they are the victims and not the perpetrators of these attacks. “The US has always been a generous and safe harbour for those victims of war and persecution,” he said, “and UNHCR hopes these people in need will continue to find safety and dignity on US shores.”

Mr. Janowski noted that while UNHCR shares US concerns about potential abuse of the asylum system, the country already has in place a number of screenings to identify those individuals who pose potential security risks. “US asylum law and the 1951 Refugee Convention exclude any persons engaged in terrorist acts from refugee protection,” he said. 

* * *
Côte d’Ivoire
21 March - The United Nations refugee agency today issued a revised appeal for $29 million to cover the humanitarian needs of some 163,000 people affected by the crisis in Côte d’Ivoire.

“The fresh funds would allow us to assist mixed populations – refugees and returnees – fleeing the Ivoirian conflict,” said a spokesman for the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), Kris Janowski. “The humanitarian situation remains very preoccupying in a region where conflicts and instability are rife.”

UNHCR said thousands of Ivoirians, as well as Liberians living in Côte d’Ivoire, have fled to neighbouring countries, including strife-torn Liberia where conditions are also extremely difficult.

The agency is assisting 120,000 persons directly affected by the conflict among them 42,000 Ivorian refugees mainly in Liberia and Guinea.

New camps need to be established in Liberia, where the security situation at the border is currently hampering our relief efforts, said UNHCR. In Guinea urgent site rehabilitation or extension is also needed to cater for the new influx.

The $29 million appeal will constitute UNHCR’s portion of the UN consolidated appeal for the Ivoirian crisis, due to come out shortly. Last December, the agency launched an initial appeal of $6.1 million for three months. 

* * *

Racial discrimination

21 March – Warning that racial discrimination and intolerance are still “extremely serious problems,” United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today called on the international community at large to adopt broad national action plans to eliminate racism.

In a message marking the International Day for the Elimination of Racial Discrimination, Mr. Annan said prejudice is deeply embedded in the economic, social and political structures of many societies, and has been among the root causes of a number of violent conflicts.

The International Day commemorates the victims of the Sharpeville massacre on 21 March 1960, in which 69 peaceful demonstrators against apartheid were killed by South African police forces, marking an important watershed in the fight against racism. “But the fight is not yet won,” Mr. Annan warned.

“More than 40 years later, racial discrimination, xenophobia and related intolerance are still extremely serious problems,” he said. “Indeed, discrimination is deeply embedded in the economic, social and political structures of many societies, and has been among the root causes of a number of violent conflicts.”

Mr. Annan stressed the centrality of the UN at the heart of efforts to address the plight of migrants, minorities, indigenous peoples, people of African descent and other victims, and the need for education to inculcate values of equality and respect for human rights. “For this process to be successful, however, both governments and civil society need to take ownership of it,” he said.

“Governments should provide clear policy direction by adopting broad national action plans against racism. This should be complemented by the efforts of civil society to build inclusive societies, in which diversity is seen as an asset and not a threat.”

General Assembly President Jan Kavan of the Czech Republic stressed the link between racism and poverty in his message marking the Day, and called on all governments to punish the perpetrators of racist crimes.

“Poverty, underdevelopment, social exclusion and economic disparities are closely associated with racism and related intolerance,” he said.  “The persistence of racist attitudes and practices in turn generates more poverty.”

Stressing that the prohibition of racial discrimination is an incontrovertible norm of international law, Mr. Kavan regretted that it is a norm that is not always respected. “I call upon all Member States to resolutely bring to justice the perpetrators of crimes motivated by racism and xenophobia,” he said. 

* * *
Water

21 March – A range of United Nations agencies is set to join forces with world leaders and experts gathered in Japan to generate creative and responsible strategies to avert a future water crisis caused by population growth, pollution and climate change.

The head of the UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) today told ministers meeting in Kyoto for a key conference on water that improving the sustainable development and management of water for agriculture is essential to enhance food security and alleviate poverty.

Speaking during the high-level segment of the Third World Water Forum, FAO Director-General Jacques Diouf said investment in small-scale irrigation, rural infrastructure and market access will be vital for any success in the fight against hunger and poverty. “The international community and the countries concerned need to make improved agricultural water management a political and financial priority,” he said.

In many developing countries, water is already scarce and the competition from industrial and domestic users is intensifying. FAO estimates that by 2030, one in five developing countries will be suffering actual or impending water scarcity.  Mr. Diouf stressed that without support for low-cost, small-scale irrigation and drainage in poor rural communities in the developing world, “we will annually be pouring, as this year, hundreds of millions of dollars in food aid to avoid starvation.”

The ministers at the Kyoto Forum are expected to make recommendations that will be included in the meeting’s final declaration. In particular, the ministers will call for improved governance of agricultural water use through efficient water resource management, increased research and development, including traditional knowledge, and broad cooperation and public-private partnerships in agricultural water management.

Meanwhile, on the eve of World Water Day 2003 – an event planned to inspire political and local-level action to promote responsible water use and conservation – the UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) has announced a joint initiative with the World Water Council which will help prevent and resolve possible “water wars” in the future. Based at UNESCO headquarters in Paris, the new facility will react to crises and assist or intervene in disputes at parties’ requests. It will provide a range of services, including technical and legal advice and training in water negotiations. 

For its part, the World Health Organization (WHO) is set to launch a new journal on water and health, in conjunction with the International Water Association (IWA).  The publication is designed to bring up-to-date information to government officials and professionals whose work affects people’s access to water and sanitation. It will deal with diseases associated with microbial and chemical hazards and insect vectors, and will span aspects of science, policy and practice. 

The UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), meanwhile, stressed that World Water Day 2003 is scheduled as the highlight of the UN International Year of Freshwater. The theme for this year’s event is “Water for the Future” – calling on everyone to observe sustainable approaches to water use for the benefit of future generations – and the agency said that in a refugee context, water is very often the key to life or death. UNHCR has launched a global survey on water supply for refugees to identify the major gaps in providing safe water to some 20 million refugees and displaced persons around the world. When the survey is completed, UNHCR said it would be able to better shape and direct its water projects.

* * *

ECOSOC

21 March – The United Nations Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) heard proposals today from private business leaders for increasing the scope and spread of private investment in poor countries and establishing a framework for resolving national debt crises to the benefit of both creditors and the debtor country.

The session was part of the key follow-up role assigned to ECOSOC in the Monterrey Consensus establishing a working agreement on development principles between developing and developed countries. The Consensus was adopted last year by the International Conference on Financing for Development in Monterrey, Mexico, which recognized that development advances are a precondition for world stability and security.

In April, ECOSOC will hold a meeting with finance ministers en route from the World Bank/International Monetary Fund annual spring meeting in Washington, D.C., as well as by representatives of the World Trade Organization, as further part of this follow-up role.

Among business leaders at today’s meeting were Maria Livanos Cattaui, Secretary General of the International Chamber of Commerce; Dr. Barbara Samuels II of President Samuels Associates; Crocker Snow, Director of Money Matters Institute; and Paul Underwood, Executive Director of the Business Council for the United Nations.

The proposals presented included the development of a venture capital fund for low income countries, consideration of various types of mechanisms in relation to sovereign debt and a discussion on the responsibility and transparency of sovereign credit ratings.

* *** *

__________________________________________________________________________________________

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

           Following is a near-verbatim transcript of today’s noon briefing by

     Fred Eckhard, Spokesman for the Secretary-General.

           Good Afternoon.

           **Security Council

           Security Council members are meeting in closed consultations this morning to discuss the

     Secretary-General's letter suggesting possible adjustments to the “oil-for-food” programme in Iraq.

           The Deputy Secretary-General, as well as Benon Sevan, Executive Director of the Office of the Iraq

     Programme, United Nations Legal Counsel Hans Corell and Under-Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs Kenzo Oshima are present to answer any questions.

           Following the item on Iraq, the Secretary-General's Special Representative in Sierra Leone, Oluyemi Adeniji,  was to brief the Security Council on the latest report on the United Nations mission in Sierra Leone.

           **Iraq -– Humanitarian

           As for humanitarian update on Iraq, the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR)  said in Amman, Jordan today that their offices in the region have not reported any mass movements of refugees into neighbouring states.  The UNHCR says that it currently has relief supplies in place in the region for some 300,000 people and should have enough for 350,000 people by the end of this month.

           In Jordan, the World Food Programme (WFP) says it has moved one portable warehouse close to the Iraqi border to help store up to 400 tonnes of food.  Similar food storage operations are also going on the Turkish side of the  Iraqi border.

           The WFP says its has had some contacts with its national staff in northern Iraq and it seems its work has  effectively stopped.  In addition to managing the general food distribution system, the WFP has been assisting more  than

     630,000 vulnerable people there, including school children and malnourished children.  With dwindling supplies and if security conditions deteriorate further, this project is going to stop altogether very soon, the WFP says. A spokeswoman for the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) in Amman said its national staff in Baghdad is responding to a plea for assistance from four institutions housing between 600 to 800 disadvantaged children.  This morning they loaded two trucks with basic foodstuffs for these institutions, which house children who are orphaned or separated from their parents and those with severe disabilities.  The staff are aware of problems at two other  institutions in Kerbala, but for the moment these cannot be reached.  They say they will keep trying.

           **Iraq –- Humanitarian Part 2

           Here in New York, the Special Representative of the Secretary-General for Children and Armed Conflict, Olara  A. Otunnu, today called upon all parties involved in the conflict in Iraq to ensure the rights, protection and well-being of children at all times during the conflict.

           “It is the responsibility of the parties”, he said, “to ensure that children are given special protection, that children and facilities critical for their well-being, such as hospitals and schools, are not attacked, and that children are  not used as combatants.”

           We also have two press releases related to Iraq, one from the United Nations Population Fund on their efforts to assist pregnant Iraqi women to give birth safely in a clean environment and receive emergency obstetric care if  needed, both inside the country and in refugee camps.  The second press release is from the United Nations  Environment Programme, which announced that it has initiated a desk study of the environment in Iraq aimed at  providing a rapid and timely overview of key environmental issues in the context of the current conflict.

           **Humanitarian Meeting

           The Secretary-General will meet next Wednesday with the United Nations’ principle actors involved in

     humanitarian assistance to Iraq to discuss the coordination of all future aid to the Iraqi people.  Participants include the  heads of the United Nations Development Programme, the World Food Programme, the United Nations Children's Fund, the High Commissioner for Refugees, the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Assistance, and the  oil-for-food programme, among others.

           **Afghanistan

           The Secretary-General’s report on the situation in Afghanistan and its implications for international peace and security is out on the racks today (A/57/762-S/2003/333).

           According to the report, security remains the most serious challenge facing the peace process in the country.   He says the “re-establishment of the rule of law, elimination of human rights abuses, reconstruction and political transformation are all impeded by the uncertain security situation”.

           As the complex political process related to the constitution and preparations for elections get under way, the  report notes that despite President Karzai’s statesmanlike example of national leadership, elements of the transitional administration continue to be seen by Afghans as serving primarily one constituency or another.

           The report warns that “there are already too many ‘spoilers’ who are reportedly intent on undermining the peace process in Afghanistan; they must be left in no doubt that the authorities in Afghanistan and the international community stand ready to protect and see the peace process through to the end”.

           The Secretary-General also urges donors to continue to meet their commitments to Afghanistan and to stay engaged over the next year as they have over the past year.

           **Security Council -- DRC and CAR

           Yesterday afternoon, the Security Council unanimously adopted a resolution on the Democratic Republic of  the Congo, in which, among other things, it requested an increased presence for the United Nations mission in the  volatile Ituri area in the north-east of the country.

           Council members also issued a press statement on the situation in the Central African Republic in which they  condemned the recent coup d'état and invited all the leaders of that country to begin a genuine, political,  all-inclusive dialogue immediately in order to restore legality, national cohesion and civil peace and ensure the early  restoration of democracy.

           **Racism

           Today is the International Day for the Elimination of Racial Discrimination.

           In a message issued on this occasion, the Secretary-General said that this day “commemorates the victims of  the Sharpeville massacre on 21 March 1960, in which 69 peaceful demonstrators against apartheid were killed by  South African police forces”.

           “That tragedy marked an important watershed in the fight against racism”, the message says, “but the fight is  not yet won.”

           More than 40 years later, racial discrimination, xenophobia and related intolerance are still extremely serious problems.  Indeed, discrimination is deeply embedded in the economic, social and political structures of many   societies, and has been among the root causes of a number of violent conflicts.

           The Secretary-General adds that the United Nations remains at the heart of efforts to solve the problems of racism and xenophobia.

           **West Africa -- Humanitarian

           In response to the pressing needs of more than 160,000 people directly affected by the six-month conflict in and around Côte d'Ivoire, the UNHCR today issued a revised appeal for some $29 million.

           **UNHCR

           The UNHCR is also concerned by a new United States Government policy to mandatorily detain asylum seekers based on nationality.

           The UNHCR says it would hope that measures to protect civilians and ensure United States security would not target those persons who are themselves fleeing persecution and looking for safety in the United States.

           **Water Day

           Tomorrow is World Water Day and in his message to mark the day, the Secretary-General said that over consumption and poor water management are decreasing the quality and quantity of available fresh water, particularly  in agriculture, which is the heaviest user of water.  He added that the demand for water has already outstripped population growth and if the current trend continues, two thirds of the people on earth will suffer moderate to severe water shortages in 20 years time.

           “Whatever else divides the human community”, he said, “whether we live upstream or downstream, in cities or in rural areas, water issues -– the global water cycle itself -– should link us in a common effort to protect and share it equitably, sustainably and peacefully.”

           The Secretary-General’s message will be delivered at the ministerial segment of the World Water Forum in Kyoto, Japan, tomorrow by Klaus Toepfer, the Executive Director of the United Nations Environment Programme.

           That message was issued as a Press Release.

           **Guatemala Mission

           The United Nations Verification Mission in Guatemala, also known as MINUGUA, has launched a new design for its Web site.  The site now includes radio spots, television campaigns and photographs, as well as documents in both English and Spanish.  You can visit the site at www.guate.net.

           **Week Ahead at United Nations

           And we have the Week Ahead for you to help you plan your coverage of the United Nations in the coming week.

           Any questions on a Friday?  Mr. Abade?

           Questions and Answers

           Question:   Fred, at this morning’s meeting of the business leaders, those leaders said, and I quote, “the UN’s role on peace and security issues is under question and possibly under threat”.  Does the Secretary-General share this assessment?

           Spokesman:  I think the Secretary-General feels that what we have just gone through on the debate on

     whether to intervene militarily in Iraq, while it did not end in a way that strengthens the Security Council and the rule of  law, still demonstrated the utility of the United Nations as a place where debate over policy can be made.  And I think  that he has also been impressed by the commitment of the many governments concerned to bring their views to the  Security Council where they were debated.  So, I think he feels the institution

     is, by and large, strengthened by our experience on Iraq and he expects the United Nations also to be involved deeply in the post-conflict stage.  So, I don’t think he would particularly share that view.  Yes, Serge?

           Question:   Has anyone considered that the General Assembly should become involved, maybe not involved, but there’s Article 15 of the Charter that required that a special report in a case like this be addressed to the Assembly?  Has anybody tried to do that, the Security Council or the Secretary-General while he’s trying to get in touch with the President of the General Assembly?

           Spokesman:  On the subject of Iraq?

           Question:   On the subject of peace and security.

           Spokesman:  Oh, peace and security, more generally?

           Question:   The Charter requests that.  That a special report be sent to the Assembly in a situation like this.

           Spokesman:  You’d better ask Richard Sydenham that.  I am afraid, I’m not aware of that provision or anyplans.  I can’t say that no such report is in preparation, I am not just aware of it.

           Question:   Is there any contact between the President of the Assembly and the Secretary-General?

           Spokesman:  On this subject, I am not aware.

           Enjoy your weekend.

                                              * *** *

__




UNEP and the Executive Director in the News


� HYPERLINK  \l "Forum" ��BBC - Water forum 'giant talking shop'�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Commitments" ��Xinhua News Agency - Third World Water Forum fruitful with 100 new commitments�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Water" ��Daily Star (Bangladesh) World Water Day Today�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Declaration" ��AFP - Water Forum declaration bare of solutions to water and sanitation crisis� 


� HYPERLINK  \l "Meet" ��Agence France Presse - Ministerial meet at Third World Water Forum opens�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Actions" ��Kyodo News Agency - Japanese minister urges concrete actions to deal with world's water problems�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Crisis" ��Agence France Presse  - UN, ministers at Water Forum seek more aid to battle water crisis� 


� HYPERLINK  \l "Flood" ��Dhaka (Agencies) World Water Forum stresses capacity building on flood control in S. Asia�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Workshop" ��Gulf News - Student workshop focuses on water� 
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