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Rich Seek Exemption Ozone-Destroying Pesticide Ban
Wednesday, 24 March 2004, 10:43 am
Press Release: United Nations 
13 Rich Countries Seek Exemption From Ban On Ozone-Destroying Pesticide - UN 

Thirteen developed countries will ask for transitional exemptions to the ban on the ozone-destroying and highly toxic pesticide methyl bromide as delegates gather for a three-day United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) meeting starting tomorrow in Montreal, Canada. 

At the talks on the 1987 Montreal Protocol on Substances that Deplete the Ozone Layer, the requests to employ methyl bromide for "certain critical uses" after the phase-out date of 1 January 2005 for industrialized countries will come from Australia, Belgium, Canada, France, Greece, Italy, Israel, Japan, the Netherlands, Portugal, Spain, the United Kingdom and the United States, http://www.unep.org/ UNEP said. 

"Granting limited exemptions to the (Montreal) Protocol's increasingly strict controls will ensure that the transition to ozone-friendly solutions does not cause farmers and other users of methyl bromide undue economic pain," UNEP Executive Director Klaus Toepfer http://www.unep.org/Documents.Multilingual/Default.asp?DocumentID=389&ArticleID=4393&l=en said today. 

Methyl bromide is used as a fumigant for high-value crops, for pest control and for the quarantine treatment of agricultural commodity exports, UNEP said. Meanwhile, any destruction of the stratospheric ozone layer allows ultra-violet-C (UV-C) and increased levels of UV-B radiation to reach the Earth's surface. 

Possible dangers to human beings from UVs include more melanoma and non-melanoma skin cancers, more eye cataracts and weakened immune systems, according to UNEP. Risks to animal and plant life include reduced plant yields, injury to ocean ecosystems and reduced fishing yields, adverse general effects on animals and damage to plastics. 

The requests for exemptions from the 13 countries total some 17,000 tons. Of this amount, the UNEP Technology and Economics Assessment Panel (TEAP) is recommending approval of 12,900 tons. The Parties to the Protocol met last November in Nairobi, Kenya, to consider the exemptions, but were unable to finalize a list. 

In 1997 total world consumption was 37,640 tons, of which 75 per cent was used in the developed countries. The figure dropped to 15,073 tons in 2002, about half of which was used by the developed countries, UNEP said. 

The agency predicts that the ozone layer will return to normalcy in about 50 years, but only if the Montreal Protocol's phase-out schedules are fully respected. 

AFP 

03/23/2004 19:21:40

Twelve countries seek exemption to ozone-depleting chemical ban

Source: Agence France-Presse English Wire Date: March 24, 2004

MONTREAL, March 23 (AFP) - The United States, Japan, Canada, France and eight other rich countries asked a UN environmental body Tuesday for permission to extend use of a toxic pesticide that damages Earth's ozone layer.

Methyl bromide is highly toxic to humans and damages the ozone layer, a stratospheric shield against the sun's ultra-violet rays, which cause skin cancer and cataracts.

It is used to fumigate high-value crops, for pest control and in quarantine treatment of agricultural exports.

In 1987, some 180 countries signed the so-called Montreal Protocol, to phase out by January 2005 some 100 ozone-depleting chemicals, including methyl bromide.

Adherence to the protocol promises in 50 years to reverse ozone-layer damage, UNEP said.

The agreement was reached under the auspices of the United Nations Environment Program.

Granting limited exemptions to the protocol's "increasingly strict controls will ensure that the transition to ozone-friendly solutions does not cause farmers and other users of methyl bromide undue economic pain," said UNEP executive director Klaus Topfer.

Britain, Australia, Belgium, Spain, Greece, Italy, the Netherlands and Portugal are also seeking an exemption.

A three-day meeting of the Montreal Protocol on Substances that Deplete the Ozone Layer starts here on Wednesday.

Participants will consider granting exemptions to the countries so that they can use the pesticide for certain "critical uses" after its scheduled phase-out date, the UNEP said in a statement.

The Montreal Protocol allows governments "to apply for exemptions when there are no technically or economically feasible alternatives or for health or safety reasons," the UNEP statement said.
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Reuters

US Pushes to Boost Use of Ozone Damaging Fumigant


NEW YORK - U.S. fruit growers in Montreal this week will push for an increase in their use of a pesticide known to destroy the ozone layer, claiming that exemptions for developing nations on the chemical are unfair. 

Methyl bromide, a fumigant that kills soil and food pests, is due to be phased out by developed nations by January 1, 2005, under the 1987 Montreal Protocol to protect the atmosphere. 

The George W. Bush administration last year attempted to exempt farmers from the 2005 ban. Negotiations on how much should be exempted for critical uses deadlocked last November at a U.N.-sponsored negotiating conference in Nairobi. Delegates hope to reach an agreement on the figure at a Montreal meeting this week. 

The United States, the European Union and Japan have cut the use of methyl bromide to 30 percent of 1991 levels, but now the United States wants to increase its use of the chemical to 37 percent over previous levels over the next two years and by an unspecified level in the year after that. 

The protocol requires more than 180 signatory states to phase out the use of nearly 100 chemicals that damage the ozone layer, the part of the atmosphere that protects the Earth from ultraviolet radiation. 

U.S. growers say they are concerned about a rule in the protocol that allows developing nations an extra 10 years, until 2015, before they have to phase out use of the pesticide. 

"The 50-acre grower in California may be competing with a multinational corporation based in China who gets to use the product 10 years longer," Rodger Wasson, president of the California Strawberry Commission, told Reuters in an interview. 

Wasson said that puts U.S. growers at an unfair advantage because Chinese growers are now exporting frozen strawberries to the United States. Other U.S. growers say the chemical is necessary to compete with farmers in developing countries, such as Mexico, where labor costs for ridding crops of pests are much cheaper. 

Environmentalists say giving exemptions to the Montreal Protocol could lead to a blow to widening global cooperation on other green pacts. 

"We need to see a commitment to a declining trajectory for methyl bromide. Otherwise we're left with a job unfinished," said U.N. Environment Program spokesman Nick Nuttall. 

"If this happens it may send the wrong signal and so other aspirations and goals like delivering safe and sufficient drinking water (in the Third World), reversing the loss of the world's wildlife, and fighting global warming can also be put on hold," he said. 

Others say alternative fumigants that do not damage the ozone layer - including ProFume and Telone, both made by Dow AgroSciences, a subsidiary of Dow Chemical Co. - can be used in tomato and strawberry farms. 

David Doniger, policy director at the U.S.-based advocacy group Natural Resources Defense Council, said methyl bromide is the most dangerous ozone-depleting chemical still in widespread use and also a cause of prostate cancer. 

Other countries in the European Union are also asking for exemptions, but the U.S. is seeking more exemptions that the other countries combined. 

(Additional reporting by Alister Doyle in Oslo) 

Story by Timothy Gardner 

Story Date: 24/3/2004 
_______________________________________________________________________________________

ENS

Exemptions from Global Methyl Bromide Ban Under Consideration 
MONTREAL, Quebec, Canada, March 23, 2004 (ENS) - A three day meeting of the Montreal Protocol on Substances that Deplete the Ozone Layer will consider granting exemptions to 13 developed countries so that they can use the pesticide methyl bromide for certain critical uses after its phaseout date of January 1, 2005. The product controls many soil insects, diseases, nematodes, and weeds, as well as insects and other organisms present in stored or shipped commodities and storage, shipping, and processing facilities. 

"Granting limited exemptions to the protocol's increasingly strict controls will ensure that the transition to ozone-friendly solutions does not cause farmers and other users of methyl bromide undue economic pain," said Klaus Toepfer, executive director of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), under whose auspices the Protocol was adopted in 1987. 

Like halons and chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs), which were phased out by developed countries in 1994 and 1996, respectively, methyl bromide damages the stratospheric ozone layer. This protective shield safeguards human health and the environment from the sun's ultraviolet rays. Methyl bromide is also highly toxic to human beings. 
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Methyl bromide is a gas used to fumigate soil before planting many fruit and vegetable crops, for post-harvest storage and facility fumigation, and for government required quarantine treatments. (Photo courtesy USDA)
Destruction of the ozone layer allows ultraviolet radiation to reach the Earth's surface. It shows up as an annual ozone hole over the South Pole, and in the past three years another, smaller ozone hole has developed over the Arctic as well. 

Risks include more melanoma and non-melanoma skin cancers, more eye cataracts, weakened immune systems, reduced plant yields, damage to ocean ecosystems and reduced fishing yields, adverse effects on animals, and more damage to plastics. 

The ozone layer is expected to stabilize and return to health in about 50 years but only if the Montreal Protocol's phaseout schedules are fully respected. 

According to the agreed phaseout schedule, developed countries reduced methyl bromide by 70 percent by 2003, 50 percent by 2001 and 25 percent by 1999. 

For developing countries the schedule started with a 2002 freeze (at average 1995-98 levels) and continues with reductions of 20 percent by 2005 and 100 percent by 2015. 

The Montreal Protocol allows governments to apply for exemptions when there are no technically or economically feasible alternatives or for health or safety reasons. For example, specific essential use exemptions have been granted under the Protocol so that developed countries can still use CFCs in metered dose inhalers for the treatment of asthma and other chronic respiratory diseases. 

The exemptions for methyl bromide were first assessed by the UNEP Technology and Economics Assessment Panel last year. At that time the TEAP noted that the requested exemptions would total a relatively large amount. The Parties to the Protocol met in Nairobi last November to consider the issue but were unable to finalize a list of agreed exemptions. 

The nominations for exemptions from the 13 countries total some 17,000 metric tons. Of this amount, the TEAP is recommending that 12,900 tons be approved. 

This compares with a total world consumption in 2002 of 15,073 tons, about half of which occurred in the developed countries. In 1997, total world consumption was 37,640 tons, of which 75 percent in the developed countries. This important decline reflects the fact that both developed and developing countries have found alternatives for many uses of methyl bromide. 

The countries that requested exemptions are Australia, Belgium, Canada, France, Greece, Italy, Israel, Japan, the Netherlands, Portugal, Spain, the UK and the United States, which is instead demanding an increase in its methyl bromide limit. 
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Ranchers in California set aside portions of their farms for collaborative studies on methyl bromide alternatives for strawberries. Here two growers evaluate biologically based methods for weed and disease control at Rod Koda's ranch. (Photo by Scott Bauer courtesy USDA)
Methyl bromide is used as a fumigant for high-value crops such as tomatoes and strawberries, for pest control and for the quarantine treatment of agricultural commodities awaiting export. 

"Governments can minimize the need for exemptions through regulatory and economic incentives that reward the development and adoption of alternatives, many of which have already been identified. This is vital to maintaining the integrity of the Montreal Protocol - one of the truly great success stories of international cooperation," Toepfer said. 

In the United States, methyl bromide is used to some extent on more than 100 crops, but nearly 80 percent of preplant methyl bromide soil fumigation goes to strawberries, tomatoes, ornamentals and nursery crops, and peppers. 

The Bush administration's proposal to allow the continued use of methyl bromide will increase the risk of cancer, according to the Natural Resources Defense Council. 

"This attack on the ozone layer will put more people at risk of cancer," says David Doniger, policy director of NRDC's Climate Center. "It also punishes the responsible growers who have invested time and money into adopting safer alternatives." 

California's San Joaquin Valley Agricultural Sciences Center has a commodity protection and quarantine branch where researchers are developing chemical methods as alternatives to methyl bromide. 

In a 2003 justification statement to the U.S. Department of Agriculture, the center explained that chemical alternatives are necessary because, "The potential loss of methyl bromide (MB) will be devastating to the postharvest agricultural industry." 

Since most export schedules which allow the United States to ship agricultural products to many foreign countries are based on the use of methyl bromide, "the loss of MB will cost the industry several hundred million dollars if suitable alternatives are not found," the center said. 

Methyl bromide is preferred because it is highly toxic to pests and acts quickly as compared to other fumigants. "Fast action is required for perishable commodities," the center said. "Loss of export markets to the fresh fruit and nut industry and to the growers would put many out of business and cause a shift in agricultural planting patterns." 

Other alternatives being explored include integrated strategies that involve host-plant resistance, biological control, and alternative chemicals for control of diseases, nematodes, and insects of strawberries, grapes, tree fruits, and vegetables. For soil treatment researchers are experimenting with solarization, flooding, or heating to control pests, weeds, and pathogens in vegetables. 

This week's meeting of the First Extraordinary Meeting of the Parties to the Montreal Protocol will take place in Montreal from tomorrow through Friday.

 _______________________________________________________________________________________

ENN

Montreal Protocol Talks to Consider Exemptions From Methyl Bromide Ban
From UNEP Geneva
Tuesday, March 23, 2004

MONTREAL/NAIROBI, 23 March 2004 - A three-day meeting of the Montreal Protocol on Substances that Deplete the Ozone Layer will consider granting exemptions to 13 developed countries so that they can use the pesticide methyl bromide for certain "critical uses" after its phase-out date of 1 January 2005.

Like halons and chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs), which were phased out by developed countries in 1994 and 1996, respectively, methyl bromide damages the stratospheric ozone layer. This protective shield safeguards human health and the environment from the sun's ultra-violet rays. Methyl bromide is also highly toxic to human beings.

"Granting limited exemptions to the Protocol's increasingly strict controls will ensure that the transition to ozone-friendly solutions does not cause farmers and other users of methyl bromide undue economic pain", said Klaus Toepfer, Executive Director of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), under whose auspices the Protocol was adopted in 1987.

"Governments can minimize the need for exemptions through regulatory and economic incentives that reward the development and adoption of alternatives, many of which have already been identified. This is vital to maintaining the integrity of the Montreal Protocol - one of the truly great success stories of international cooperation", he said.

According to the agreed phase-out schedule, developed countries reduced methyl bromide by 70% by 2003, 50% by 2001 and 25% by 1999. For developing countries the schedule started with a 2002 freeze (at average 1995-98 levels) and continues with reductions of 20% by 2005 and 100% by 2015.

The Montreal Protocol allows Governments to apply for exemptions when there are no technically or economically feasible alternatives or for health or safety reasons. For example, specific Essential Use Exemptions have been granted under the Protocol so that developed countries can still use CFCs in Metered Dosed Inhalers (MDIs) for the treatment of asthma and other chronic respiratory diseases. 

The exemptions for methyl bromide were first assessed by the UNEP Technology and Economics Assessment Panel (TEAP) last year. At that time the TEAP noted that the requested exemptions would total a relatively large amount. The Parties to the Protocol met in Nairobi last November to consider the issue but were unable to finalize a list of agreed exemptions.

The nominations for exemptions from the 13 countries total some 17,000 metric tonnes. Of this amount, the TEAP is recommending that 12,900 tonnes be approved. This compares with total world consumption in 2002 of 15,073 tonnes, about half of which occurred in the developed countries. In 1997, total world consumption was 37,640 tonnes, of which 75 percent in the developed countries. This important decline reflects the fact that both developed and developing countries have found alternatives for many uses of methyl bromide.

The countries that requested exemptions are Australia, Belgium, Canada, France, Greece, Italy, Israel, Japan, the Netherlands, Portugal, Spain, the United Kingdom and the United States.

Methyl bromide is used as a fumigant for high-value crops, for pest control and for the quarantine treatment of agricultural commodities awaiting export.

Destruction of the stratospheric ozone layer allows UV-C and increased levels of UV-B radiation to reach the Earth's surface. Risks include more melanoma and non-melanoma skin cancers, more eye cataracts, weakened immune systems, reduced plant yields, damage to ocean ecosystems and reduced fishing yields, adverse effects on animals, and more damage to plastics.

The ozone layer is expected to stabilize and return to health in 50 years or so - but only if the Montreal Protocol's phase-out schedules are fully respected.

This week's meeting of the First Extraordinary Meeting of the Parties to the Montreal Protocol will take place in Montreal, Canada from 24 to 26 March.




Note to journalists: Michael Williams, the UNEP Press Officer in Montreal from 23 to 26 March can be reached at +41-79-409-1528 or michael.williams@unep.ch. For more information, please contact UNEP Spokesman Eric Falt at +254-20-62-3292, +254-733-682656 (cell) or eric.falt@unep.org; or Head of Media Nick Nuttall at +254-20-62-3084, +254-733-632755 (cell) or nick.nuttall@unep.org.

Official documents are posted at www.unep.org/ozone/.
For more information, contact:

Michael Williams
Information Officer
UNEP Geneva
mwilliams@unep.ch
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Talks seek to break deadlock on ozone treaty

By Vanessa HoulderPublished: March 24 2004 4:00 | Last Updated: March 24 2004 4:00[image: image1.png]



Talks aimed at preventing a breakdown of the Montreal Protocol on the ozone layer, usually seen as the world's most successful environmental treaty, start today in Montreal.

The meeting will attempt to break the deadlock over a US request to continue widespread use of methyl bromide, a powerful ozone-depleting fumigant. A conference intended to resolve the issue ended in stalemate last November.

Failure to reach agreement could prompt the US to violate the treaty, which could deepen the rift between the US and the European Union over other environmental issues. It could also precipitate trade sanctions against the US and jeopardise the recovery of the ozone layer, increasing the risk of skin cancer, cataracts and immunological problems.

The US is facing strong opposition from the EU and other parties who say it is attempting to reverse the phase-out of methyl bromide, which has been successfully cut to 30 per cent of peak 1991 levels. The remainder is due to be phased out by 2005, except for uses that the treaty parties agree are "critical".

The EU believes the scale of the US request for "critical use exemptions" breaches the treaty, would undermine the commitment of other countries and would damage the commercial interests of producers of alternatives to methyl bromide.

The US, which says it continues to be a strong supporter of the Montreal Protocol, is anxious to safeguard the interests of its farmers, who often claim there is no technically or economically feasible alternative to the insecticide. The administration's lawyers do not accept that the treaty imposes a limit on "critical use" exemptions.

Failure to reach a satisfactory solution could prompt Congress to pass legislation putting the US in violation of the protocol, according to Claudia McMurray, deputy assistant secretary of state for the environment.

US non-compliance with the protocol could trigger trade sanctions, jeopardising nearly $10bn (&euro8.1bn, £5.4bn) of US trade in hydrochlorofluorocarbons annually, according to the Alliance for Responsible Atmospheric Policy, an industry group representing chemical companies that produce alternatives to ozone-depleting substances.

Ms McMurray said the administration was concerned about the potential trade impacts of violating the protocol.

"The government's concern is to protect the critical uses of methyl bromide for our growers while continuing to be parties to the protocol," he said. "We have to find ways to do both."

One solution to the dispute may involve using existing stockpiles of methyl bromide while curbing new production. Ms McMurray said the administration was working on "figuring out the availability of stockpile", but said it was difficult because it was controlled by private companies rather than the government.

Concern about the outcome of this week's meeting has been heightened by a US request last month for some additional exemptions of methyl bromide, suggesting it was moving further away from a reasonable compromise, said David Doniger, Climate Center Policy Director at the Natural Resources Defense Council, an environmental group.

Mr Doniger said that an uncompromising approach by all sides presented a "colossal threat" to the Montreal Protocol.

* Greenhouse gas emissions have risen 11 per cent in the 10 years since ratification of the UN framework convention on climate change, according to the World Resources Institute, the US environment group.

The 10th anniversary of the treaty's ratification on Sunday prompted calls for more political commitment and international co-operation on the issue of climate change.

"We have not made significant progress in curbing global warming in the last decade. In fact, the latest scientific reports indicate that global warming is worsening," said Jonathan Pershing of the WRI.

"We are quickly moving to the point where the damage will be irreversible."

Forbes

US pushes to boost use of ozone damaging fumigant
Reuters, 03.23.04, 3:59 PM ET
By Timothy Gardner 
NEW YORK (Reuters) - U.S. fruit growers in Montreal this week will push for an increase in their use of a pesticide known to destroy the ozone layer, claiming that exemptions for developing nations on the chemical are unfair. 

Methyl bromide, a fumigant that kills soil and food pests, is due to be phased out by developed nations by January 1, 2005, under the 1987 Montreal Protocol to protect the atmosphere. 

The George W. Bush administration last year attempted to exempt farmers from the 2005 ban. Negotiations on how much should be exempted for critical uses deadlocked last November at a U.N.-sponsored negotiating conference in Nairobi. Delegates hope to reach an agreement on the figure at a Montreal meeting this week. 

The United States, the European Union and Japan have cut the use of methyl bromide to 30 percent of 1991 levels, but now the United States wants to increase its use of the chemical to 37 percent over previous levels over the next two years and by an unspecified level in the year after that. 

The protocol requires more than 180 signatory states to phase out the use of nearly 100 chemicals that damage the ozone layer, the part of the atmosphere that protects the Earth from ultraviolet radiation. 

U.S. growers say they are concerned about a rule in the protocol that allows developing nations an extra 10 years, until 2015, before they have to phase out use of the pesticide. 

"The 50-acre grower in California may be competing with a multinational corporation based in China who gets to use the product 10 years longer," Rodger Wasson, president of the California Strawberry Commission, told Reuters in an interview. 

Wasson said that puts U.S. growers at an unfair advantage because Chinese growers are now exporting frozen strawberries to the United States. Other U.S. growers say the chemical is necessary to compete with farmers in developing countries, such as Mexico, where labor costs for ridding crops of pests are much cheaper. 

Environmentalists say giving exemptions to the Montreal Protocol could lead to a blow to widening global cooperation on other green pacts. 

"We need to see a commitment to a declining trajectory for methyl bromide. Otherwise we're left with a job unfinished," said U.N. Environment Program spokesman Nick Nuttall. 

"If this happens it may send the wrong signal and so other aspirations and goals like delivering safe and sufficient drinking water (in the Third World), reversing the loss of the world's wildlife, and fighting global warming can also be put on hold," he said. 

Others say alternative fumigants that do not damage the ozone layer -- including ProFume and Telone, both made by Dow AgroSciences, a subsidiary of Dow Chemical Co. (nyse: DOW - news - people) -- can be used in tomato and strawberry farms. 

David Doniger, policy director at the U.S.-based advocacy group Natural Resources Defense Council, said methyl bromide is the most dangerous ozone-depleting chemical still in widespread use and also a cause of prostate cancer. 

Other countries in the European Union are also asking for exemptions, but the U.S. is seeking more exemptions that the other countries combined. 

(Additional reporting by Alister Doyle in Oslo) 

Copyright 2004, Reuters News Service _________________________________________________________________________________________

Environmental Media Services

U.S. Demands Increase in Dangerous Chemicals 
Despite Global Security and Environmental Concerns
Montreal, 23th March 2004. A United States delegation arrived today at a special meeting of the 184 nation Montreal Protocol on Substances that Deplete the Ozone Layer to press for an increase in the quota of Methyl Bromide (MB), a highly toxic and ozone depleting pesticide. 

When it reaches the stratosphere, MB depletes the ozone layer, causing increased skin cancer rates around the world. On the ground, exposure to MB gas can result in prostate cancer, respiratory failure, and death. 

Methyl Bromide tanks may have been the intended target of a terrorist attack on March 14th, when two bombs detonated in Port Ashdod, Israel, killing 11 people. Initial reports suggest the intent of the bombers was to blow up nearby Bromide tanks which according to Israeli security officials could have caused massive casualties. 

An independent watchdog group, the Environmental Investigation Agency (EIA), specializing in investigating illegal trade and enforcement of international environmental agreements, now warns of signs that the dangerous chemical is illicitly stockpiled in the US and increasingly smuggled around the world. EIA will argue at the opening of the meeting that exemptions should not be granted until existing stockpiles are accounted for and actions are taken to track shipments and counter smuggling.

Methyl Bromide is transported throughout the US in large quantities via railcars.
Senator John McCain (R-Ariz.) will chair a hearing today of the Senate Commerce, Science and Transportation Committee on rail security, and Homeland Security Secretary Tom Ridge today announced new plans to address rail security after the Madrid Bombing last month. 

The US Administration is seeking more Methyl Bromide allowances than the rest of the world combined--9,920 metric tonnes--primarily at the request of tomato and strawberry growers in Florida and California. This is despite EPA congressional testimony that in 2002 the US had a similar amount in stockpiles alone. Although the EIA and others have warned of increased stockpiling in the US, more recent figures are not available or have not been released.

Alexander von Bismarck, Campaign Coordinator for EIA US, said, "The US Government is demanding exemptions for a dangerous chemical to appease domestic industry before it asks how much we already have, where it is, and how safe it is." He added, "We need a tracking system and an immediate accounting of Methyl Bromide stockpiles before we hand out increased quotas which endanger the global environment."

---ENDS---
Contact Details:
Alexander von Bismarck
Campaign Coordinator, Ecosystems
EIA US
PO Box 53343
Washington DC 20009
Mobile: +1 571 216 9322
Office: +1 202 483 6621
Email: saschavonbismarck@eia-international.org

Editor's Notes: 
· The Environmental Investigation Agency (EIA) is the only environmental organisation in the world that is actively investigating the illegal international trade in ozone depleting substances. EIA have been actively tracking the global illegal trade in ozone depleting substances (ODS) since the mid-1990s to provide information to the Montreal Protocol and other relevant bodies.

· The Montreal Protocol was agreed on 1 January 1987 and is now ratified by 184 countries. Under the Montreal Protocol and its amendments, ozone-depleting substances are to be reduced and eliminated through the development of chemical substitutes and alternative manufacturing processes (elimination is the final objective). Methyl Bromide is scheduled to be phased out in 2005 in developed countries, except for certain exemptions agreed to by the Parties 

· The 'Extraordinary Meeting' in Montreal was called after 184 countries left the last meeting in a stalemate over the 'Critical Use Exemptions' for Methyl Bromide. The EU, Japan and most developing countries opposed the US demands for increased use of the chemical. 35 Countries previously using MB have already phased out the chemical in favour of alternatives. 

· Methyl Bromide is a clear, odorless gas This material is very toxic by inhalation. Exposure to methyl bromide can cause dizziness, nausea, vomiting, headache, loss of consciousness and dimming of vision. Respiratory tract irritation and damage may occur, resulting in pulmonary edema. These symptoms can be delayed 2 to 48 hours. Long-term exposure to methyl bromide vapors can cause nervous system damage.
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Combating Climate Change: Economic Opportunity or Economic Suicide? 

From UN Environment Programme
Tuesday, March 23, 2004

Message By Klaus Toepfer, Executive Director of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), on the 10th Anniversary of the Coming into Force of the Climate Change Convention (21 March 2004) 
Nairobi, 19 March 2004 - When teams from the United States and Britain invented the first computers, they cost many hundreds of thousands of dollars and were thought luxuries with little mass-market appeal. 
Indeed there was a time when it was thought that a modern industrialized country might, at a pinch, need only one or two computers. 
Today, such a short-term, blinkered view seems amusing. Millions of people across the globe are now employed in the computer and related industries. The Internet revolution, based on the computer and computerised telecommunications, is creating a new, electronic-based, industrial and commercial age. 
We are now on the verge on another, separate but related industrial leap forward where the inefficient use of fossil fuels such as coal and oil is being reduced, and where, like the typewriter and the punch card machine of yesteryear, new competition is starting to make its mark. 
Modern conventional power stations are almost twice as efficient as those a few decades ago. 
Alternative energies, in the form of solar and wind power, are coming of age and the costs per unit of electricity continue to tumble. 
Fuel cells, powered by methane, ethanol or hydrogen, are out of the laboratory. Most car-makers including Toyota and Daimler Chrysler have at least one demonstration vehicle being road tested. 
General Motors, for example, reckons it will have a commercial vehicle available by 2010. California's new governor has pledged to have hydrogen fuelling stations along major highways by a similar date. 
That such developments are happening is in no small measure due to United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change whose entry into force this month we celebrate and the Kyoto Protocol, the international treaty spawned by the Convention designed to achieve cut backs in emissions of the gases that cause global warming. 
The Protocol's creation, in Japan in 1997, followed compelling evidence from the 2,000 or so scientists of the Inter-Governmental Panel on Climate Change that the unbridled use of fossil fuels will trigger catastrophic, global effects including extreme, floods, droughts, sea level rise and the spread of disease. 
Few dispute these findings. What is slowing action are those whose abacuses and calculating machines are whirring trying to balance the Euros, Dollars, Rubles and Yen. 
Russia, whose ratification would bring Kyoto into force, has some who are convinced that the costs of compliance outweigh the economic advantages. 
Other voices, expressing similar concerns, continue to be voiced in the United States. New ones are exercising their vocal chords in Europe. 
I would ask those who view the Kyoto Protocol as a strait-jacket, as a constraint to economic growth, to think again and look beyond the simple sums and narrow calculations. 
Firstly, the targets for the first phase of greenhouse reductions, just over five per cent between 2008 and 2012, are modest to say the least. 
Secondly, the Protocol was designed to be flexible. There are numerous actions that governments and industry can take, both at home and abroad, to cut back and offset emissions, including carbon trading. 
Indeed, the European Commission estimates that its Europe-wide trading scheme will reduce the costs of compliance by 35 per cent, or Euros 1.3 billion by 2010. 
Provisions, such as the Clean Development Mechanism where industrial countries can offset their emissions by clean and green energy schemes in developing countries, will not only deliver much needed electricity to poorer parts of the world. They should increase the markets, exports and job creation prospects at home and abroad. 
The economic benefits of reducing our dependency on fossil fuels go further. Munich Re, one of the world's biggest re-insurance companies, estimates that economic losses as a result of mainly climate-related disasters, reached some $65 billion in 2003. 
Then there are other economic impacts as a result of a continued, inefficient use of carbon-based fuels including those on human health and habitats and ecosystems, like forests and lakes. 
Estimating the precise, wider economic impacts, is no simple task. But David Pearce, a leading economics professor at University College London, has had a stab for the United Kingdom. 
Air pollution from traffic could be costing that country as much as $ 5 billion a year, mainly through ill health. 
New economic costs may be just on the horizon. In Jeju, South Korea, at the end of this month UNEP will hold its annual gathering of environment ministers. Dust storms and dead zones in the oceans will be prominently highlighted along with their links to pollution and climate change. 
Avoiding the massive threats posed by climate change and significant impacts of related air pollution requires imagination, vision and above all courage. 
There is also a moral dimension, given that those likely to suffer the most are the poorest of the poor, whose responsibility for unleashing the calamities of climate change are almost, if not totally, zero. 
Fighting climate change requires governments, business and citizens across the globe to harness the technologies in the pipeline and act to develop those still in the laboratory or the fertile, creative minds of the next generation of engineers. 
Imaginative tax systems and fiscal measures that stimulate innovation and life-style changes need to be part of the package. A fully operational Kyoto Protocol gives us the collective impetus to bring about change sooner rather than later. 
For the longer we delay, the more costly the price tag of inaction for people across the globe will be. 
So the Kyoto Protocol is not a recipe for economic disaster, quite the contrary. In the long run, it is likely to generate prosperity and financial savings rather than economic suicide. 
Sure there will be losers, as with the dawn of the computer where makers of typewriters, punch card machines and tabulators spring to mind. 
However not all went the way of the dinosaur. Some, like IBM, had the vision to restructure their old businesses and embrace the computer age. There may have been some pain, but the overall, long-term gain for those willing to change can, as 'Big Blue" showed, be enormous. 
For more information, contact:
Nick Nuttall
Head of Media
UN Environment Programme
cpiinfo@unep.org
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Combating climate change is an economic opportunity
Fighting climate change makes economic sense because using energy more efficiently will ultimately produce enormous financial and green benefits, the head of the UNEP said this week. 

In a message to mark the 10th anniversary of the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change, Klaus Toepfor urged world leaders to ratify the Kyoto Protocol. He pointed to an estimate by Munich Re, one of the world's biggest re-insurance companies, that the cost of climate related disasters reached US$65 billion last year, as a good economic reason for cutting greenhouse gas emissions. 

Calling on policy makers in the US and Russia, Mr Toepfor said: "I would ask those who view the Kyoto Protocol as a strait jacket, as a constraint to economic growth, to think again and look beyond the simple sums and narrow calculations." 

He called the targets for emissions reduction "modest to say the least", and that mechanisms such as emissions trading would minimise the costs of reduction. 

"Provisions, such as the Clean Development Mechanism where industrial countries can offset their emissions by clean and green energy schemes in developing countries, will not only deliver much needed electricity to poorer parts of the world, they should increase the markets, exports and job creation prospects at home and abroad," he said. 

"For the longer we delay the more costly the price tag of inaction for people across the globe will be." 

He claimed the world is on the cusp of another industrial leap forward, with fossil fuels such as coal and oil being replaced by alternative sources of energy such as wind and solar power, and fuel cells being fitted to cars. 

"That such developments are happening is in no small measure due to the UNFCCC whose entry into force this month we celebrate," said Mr Toepfor. 

By David Hopkins 

 ________________________________________________________________________________________

Yonhap News

S. Korea to Raise 'Yellow Dust' Issue at UN Environment Meeting 

SEOUL, March 23 (Yonhap) -- South Korea will bring up the problem of "yellow dust" from China's desert regions that blows into the country at a meeting of United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), officials said Tuesday. 

The eighth special session meeting of UNEP's Governing Council/Global Ministerial Environment Forum will be held on the southern island of Jeju from March 29 to 31.
_______________________________________________________________________________________
The Times (London)
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The Environmental Law Foundation and the UN Environment Programme

BODY:
Calling chambers and law firms -don't dump your unwanted law books. The Environmental Law Foundation and the UN Environment Programme have started a project to collect discarded legal tomes and distribute them to needy users in the developing world. They are not the only ones at it: Harriet Harman, QC, the Solicitor-General, had the same idea on her recent visit to Sierra Leone with the charity Plan UK. Contact ELF on 020-7404 1030 or Plan on 020-7482 9777.

ENS

Europe Funds Clean Water in Africa, Caribbean, Pacific 

BRUSSELS, Belgium, March 23, 2004 (ENS) - The European Union celebrated World Water Day on Monday by finalizing a special funding mechanism to promote access to clean water and sanitation for people in Africa, the Caribbean and the Pacific. 

Called the Water Facility, the idea was originally proposed by European Commission President Romano Prodi in 2003. In the first phase, it could be worth up to €500 million (US$616 million) and is designed to stimulate the generation of additional funds for water and sanitation. 

Following the decision by EU foreign ministers to support the Water Facility, President Prodi, joined with Commissioner for Development and Humanitarian Aid Poul Nielson, and Environment Commissioner Margot Wallstrom in a statement welcoming the move. 

[image: image11.jpg]


European Commission President Romano Prodi at the 2002 World Summit on Sustainable Development (Photo courtesy UN)
They said it "sends a strong signal" that the EU is prepared to stand by its commitments to ensure that the Millenium Development Goal of halving the number of people without clean water and sanitation by the year 2015 becomes more than just a goal but a reality. 

One in every two hospital beds in the world is occupied by a victim of a water borne disease, the three commissioners said, and an estimated 6,000 children are dying every day of diseases caused by poor sanitation and hygiene. "Access to clean water and basic sanitation is a matter of life and death. For billions of people around the world this is a harsh reality," they said. 

The meeting of ministers from the European Union and the Africa, Caribbean and Pacific (ACP) region planned for Botswana in May will take a final decision on the establishment of the Water Facility. 

The European Union spends approximately €1.4 billion (US$1.72 billion) a year in international aid for water and sanitation programs. 

Within the framework of the 9th European Development Fund €555 million (US$684.6 million) have already been allocated to water programmes in 14 ACP countries. 

Hungry and thirsty, millions of people in eastern Democratic Republic of Congo have been displaced by fighting between rival militias. (Photo by Lori Waselchuk courtesy WFP)
The Water Facility is intended to function on three levels. It will promote governance, by investing in measures to build or strengthen institutional and regulatory frameworks in those countries that "display real commitment to the development of sound national water policies," the commissioners said. 

The facility will be demand driven. It is intended to be an instrument to support and deepen the involvement of ACP countries in the design and implementation of water policies. 

And it is intended to provide access to flexible sources of funding. A maximum impact will be sought by offering creative combinations of grants with other financial sources such as soft loans, loan guarantees, or micro-financing arrangements to fund basic water and sewer infrastructure. These funds could constitute the seed capital required to get projects off the ground. 

The facility is envisioned as a tool in forging the public private partnerships needed to increase funding. 

Water is at the top of the Commission's political agenda, the commissioners said, "but funds remain scarce," and they expressed the hope that the Water Facility agreement "will mark a turning point and will prove a catalyst in generating additional funds for this vital campaign." 

The commissioners recognized the increasing pressure on the world's freshwater supply and the continuous degradation of water quality in some regions that makes the Water Facility such a necessity. "We face a formidable challenge," they said. 
AP

Keeping it clear: Where the zebras and wildebeest roam                                       

  Tuesday, March 23, 2004                                                                        

  By Steven Gutkin, Associated Press                                                            

  KITENGELA, Kenya ? No other place on Earth boasts such a wide variety of wild animals so close 

  to a bustling metropolis. Lions, giraffes, and ostriches roam freely against a backdrop of     

  skyscrapers and jets landing at Kenya's international airport.                                 

  But because of people moving in and fences going up in areas around the Nairobi National Park, 

  zebras and wildebeest ? and the lions who stalk them ? may soon have no way of migrating to    

  southern grasslands during the rainy season and back into the park, where water is plentiful   

  during the dry season.                                                                         

  Now the government and wildlife foundations are paying the Maasai, the famed warrior tribe of  

  central Kenya, to not farm or fence in some land as a way to keep the migration corridor       

  clear. In another conservation step, tribespeople also are being compensated whenever a lion   

  kills their livestock, as long as they let the lion live.                                      

  These unusual efforts come none to soon on a continent that in the past century has lost half  

  its forests and a significant chunk of its wildlife to land development, agriculture,          

  industry, and poachers.                                                                        

  Protected game reserves like the Nairobi National Park make up about 8 percent of Kenya's land 

  mass, though more than three-quarters of the wildlife is outside the reserves.                 

  "A lot of structures are coming up," said Maasai community leader Godfrey Ntapayia, pointing   

  to a cement factory at the edge of the 850-square-kilometer (330-square-mile) wildlife         

  corridor that links the Nairobi National Park to southern Kenya's Amboseli region. "These      

  industries are encouraging construction around the dispersal (migration) area. People are      

  buying land and erecting a lot of fences."                                                     

  The area around the capital is not the only wildlife corridor under threat. Of particular      

  concern is the region between the Serengeti in northern Tanzania and the Masai Mara area of    

  southern Kenya, whose dazzling array of wildlife has been reduced by 60 percent since the      

  mid-1970s.                                                                                     

  But the problem is most pronounced in the Kitengela area south of Nairobi, where private       

  property has replaced the Maasai's traditional system of collective land ownership and where   

  farming has begun to replace cattle raising.                                                   

  The corridor is already 70 percent blocked, said Environment Minister Newton Kulundu. This has 

  led to a marked increase in "human-wildlife conflicts," he added, with Maasai tribesmen        

  killing lions who prey on their cattle and wildebeest destroying fences and crops to clear the 

  migration path.                                                                                

  Residents of the region killed 11 lions last year, about the same number as in each of the     

  previous four years. But no lions ? a threatened though not an acutely endangered              

  species ? have been reported killed in 2004, giving hope that the two-year-old compensation    

  program may be bearing fruit.                                                                  

  "I like to see lions," said 42-year-old Maasai shepherd James Turere, who said he's killed     

  numerous lions in his lifetime but stopped when he started getting money for lost livestock.   

  "Other places don't have so many animals like we do. It's something special," he said.         

  A total of 115 Maasai families in the Kitengela area are now receiving the equivalent of US$4  

  a month per acre in exchange for not farming or erecting fences on their land.                 

  This so-called lease program protects 8,500 acres (3,400 hectares), or only about 4 percent of 

  the corridor, said Paul Gathitu Masela, the senior warden at the Nairobi National Park.        

  However, the land being "leased" is often located in the most critical areas for animal        

  crossings, such as near roads and rivers, he added.                                            

  Masela said authorities would like to increase the protected area to 50,000 acres (20,000      

  hectares) but that lack of money means that 15,000 acres (6,000 hectares) already on a waiting 

  list are not being leased.                                                                     

  This latest holdup points up problems that have plagued Kenyan conservation efforts for many   

  years: lack of funds, coordination, and government support. The lease program has proven to be 

  a sensitive issue with the Maasai, many of whom have bitter memories of the British colonial   

  annexation of their tribal lands.                                                              

  The good news is that recent years have seen a major shift in attitude among Kenyan tribes who 

  now often see wildlife as a tourism resource to be exploited rather than vermin to be          

  destroyed.                                                                                     

  "Twenty years ago our young Maasai warriors used to go around killing the animals," said David 

  Koshal, a Maasai wildlife guide in the Masai Mara reserve. "Things are changing now. They know 

  that there are benefits to be had from these lions, these animals."                            

  The Maasai are now seeking ways to funnel park entry fees and other tourism-related revenue    

  into their communities. Schools, dams, and cattle dips have been built. The government and     

  conservation groups are encouraging tribespeople to develop camp sites for safari-goers and to 

  sell handicrafts rather than cultivate the land.                                               

  But critics say these programs are unlikely to arrest the most troubling trends. What's        

  needed, they say, is a national land-use policy that will simply forbid human encroachment on  

  wildlife corridors.                                                                            

  Environment Minister Kulundu said such a policy is currently under review and stands a good    

  chance of being passed.                                                                        

  The animals that migrate are mostly wildebeest and zebras in search of more nutritious short   

  grass in the wet season. They are followed by vultures, jackals, hyenas, and lions.            

  "From the beginning the Maasai have lived together with animals," said Maasai community leader 

  Samuel Matanda, a 45-year-old father of seven. "We don't want our children just to see animals 

  in paintings."                                                                                 

  Source: Associated Press                                                                       
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The Seattle Times

Biotech corn is threat in Mexico, report says 

By Will Weissert
The Associated Press
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Olga Toro, owner of a field where scientists first discovered genetically modified corn growing in the wild, holds up some of the transgenic corn in Oaxaca, Mexico.
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OAXACA, Mexico — If left unchecked, modified genes spread by imported U.S. biotech corn threaten to displace or contaminate native varieties in Mexico, the birthplace of corn, a NAFTA watchdog panel warns. 
The study for the Commission for Environmental Cooperation said gene transfers could damage Mexico's vast storehouse of native corn, whose wild ancestral genes might one day be needed to help commercial crops overcome diseases or adverse conditions. 

The report, presented at a symposium in Oaxaca on March 11, is still in draft form and must be approved during a June meeting of the commission, which consists of the top government environmental officials of Mexico, the United States and Canada. 

The study does not provide data on the prevalence of genetically modified corn in the Mexican countryside. But Amanda Galvez, head of Mexico's interagency group on biosafety and genetically modified organisms, said studies by her government found instances of gene transfer. 

In 1998, Mexico declared a moratorium on genetically modified corn, making it illegal to grow except at licensed laboratories. Still, in a study of 188 corn-growing communities across Oaxaca state, 7.6 percent of plants tested positive for genetic modification in 2001, Galvez said. 

She said officials warned farmers about the possibility they were planting genetically modified seeds, helping reduce the number of plants testing positive to 0.11 percent in follow-up studies. But the rate of unaffected plants will never drop to zero, she said. 

"We can try to reduce the penetration of these plants, but we can't go back and stop their spread now," Galvez said. 

The commission's report said gene transfer so far has been "insignificant from a biological point of view." But it added that the uncontrolled spread of genetically modified corn could one day make it impossible to find corn not manipulated by science. 

"We don't know to what extent these genetically modified plants could just take over and cause other species of corn to die off," said Chantal Line Carpentier, the report's coordinator. 

Gene migration is a hotly debated topic. Some scientists say it has not yet been proved to occur in corn. Others maintain that any negative characteristics caused by gene splicing will cause modified plants to die before they can reproduce, and say that positive effects will help native species survive. 

About 40 percent of U.S. corn is genetically engineered with a bacterium's gene to ward off bugs without the use of pesticides, and Galvez said that gene was found in the Mexican government study. 
 

	


A study published last month by the Union of Concerned Scientists said traditional corn, soybean and canola seeds available for sale to American farmers have a small percentage of genetically modified seeds mixed in with them. 

Farmers in Mexico first bred modern corn 6,000 to 8,000 years ago, and the country is home to at least 59 species of maize. 

Corn was born when farmers began crossbreeding teosinte, a plant with a jumble of sharp leaves that look like corn stalks but grow out instead of up. Teosinte is still found in Mexican fields. 

Due in part to the North American Free Trade Agreement, 70 percent of Mexico's corn — about 5 million tons a year — is imported from the United States, and 30 percent to 50 percent is genetically modified. While much of the imported corn is intended for use as animal feed, some has been planted and its pollen spread. 

"The government aid program to food-depressed areas is the most likely culprit for disseminating genetically modified maize," the commission's report said. 

Olga Toro's farm in the mountains of northern Oaxaca was the first place in Mexico where scientists detected genetically modified corn growing. 

A 2001 study about alleged cross-pollination in Toro's five-acre plot and elsewhere in Oaxaca was published in the journal Nature. But the magazine later retracted the report, saying the researchers had not proved conclusively that contamination occurred. Its results are still being debated, but it prompted the later Mexican government study that also found contamination. 

Toro said she unknowingly planted modified corn she received from a local food bank. The result was plants that shot up to heights two to three times normal, produced double the amount of corn and grew with almost no water. But she won't plant them again. 

"They modified the genes and we got plants that lasted only one season," said the 43-year-old mother of six. "Regular plants last longer without help from anyone." 

REGIONAL OFFICE FOR AFRICA (ROA)  - NEWS UPDATE

23 March 2004
General environment news

Kasrils On UN Water Advisory Board

BuaNews (Pretoria): United Nations (UN) Secretary General Kofi Annan has invited Water Affairs and Forestry Minister Ronnie Kasrils to serve on the new Advisory Board on Water and Sanitation. Mr. Annan made the announcement to mark World Water Day. The Board is being established as part of the UN's Millennium Programme to help the Secretary-General and the UN assess progress towards water and sanitation goals and mobilize international support to help achieve these goals. Its immediate focus will be the 2005 meeting of the UN General Assembly, which will review progress made towards the goals identified in the Millennium Declaration and Johannesburg World Summit on Sustainable Development. The work of the Millennium Project Task Force on water and sanitation and the 12th and 13th sessions of the United Nations Commission on Sustainable Development, which will consider water, sanitation and human settlements as its themes, will be critical inputs to the Board's work. One of the two serving water ministers on the 13 Person Advisory Board, Minister Kasrils said it ought to be attributed to the success government has had in the past 10 years in addressing Water and Sanitation issues in the country, as well as the role in highlighting Africa's concerns with regard to water and sanitation. Mr. Annan said he had asked the Board to use the unique expertise of its members to raise awareness of water and sanitation issues, to help mobilize funds for water and sanitation projects, and to encourage new partnerships. "Water is central to our hopes of eradicating poverty and achieving sustainable development," he said.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200403230355.html
Algeria ties access, quality of water to prosperity 

Algiers, Algeria (PANA) - As the global community marked World Water Day Monday, the Algerian Ministry of Water Resources has indicated that lasting prosperity was impossible without easy access to adequate and quality water resources. In a statement, the ministry noted the low individual demand for water in rural areas (only a few litres per person), but said livestock breeding and irrigation accounted for immense water supply. During the past two years, it said, Algeria recorded good rainfall that beefed up water reserves in the dams and upped the groundwater levels. Commenting on this year's theme: "Water and Natural Disasters", the ministry noted the twin nature of the water problem, where water shortage caused by drought was a form of disaster and excessive rainfall leading to floods also being devastating. It recalled the series of floods that hit the country in the recent past, leaving a trail of significant human and material losses.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng035183&dte=22/03/2004
Solutions to Water Problems Outlined

Angola Press Agency (Luanda): Improvements in water supply to the population are Government priorities The reduction of the vulnerability in the supplying system and improved intervention capacity in cases of disasters are some of the measures to help solve problems associated with water in Angola. This is contained in a declaration from the Ministry of Energy and Waters on the occasion of the World Water Day (March 22) being this year celebrated under the motto "Water and Catastrophe – Being Aware and Prepared" instituted by World Organisation of Meteorology. The sensitizing of the populations on the risk and the utilization of available information in order to avoid critical situations, are also some the measures to be adopted. According to the document, every year there are losses of human lives and goods in various parts of Angola, due to meteorological and hydrologic phenomena like rains, floods, landslide, drought and human-caused disasters. This situation has weakened the national economy, worsened poverty within the most vulnerable walks and constitutes an obstacle to sustained development and reduction of poverty.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200403220777.html
Population Drinks Non-Treated Water

Angola Press Agency (Luanda): At least 81 percent of the Angolan population consume non-treated water, shows a Multiple Indicative inquiry (MICS) carried out by the National Institute of Statistics (INE). This fact, advanced by UNICEF in the ambit of the World's Water Day refers that 41 percent of the families are unable to use suitable sanitary means for the treatment of feces and more than 40 percent catch water from unsafe sources. The document states that the diarrhea diseases are killing nearly 2 million children per year and causes other diseases.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200403230723.html
Floods: Sh80m to Be Used On Dykes

The East African Standard (Nairobi): The Government will spend more than Sh80 million to rehabilitate dykes on the Nzoia and Nyando rivers. Water minister Martha Karua added that the rehabilitation would involve renovating the dykes, channel dredging, bush clearing and drainage repairs on the rivers. However, she cautioned that the funds were not enough to alleviate the looming problem of floods following the onset of the long rains. Karua said the works to be covered by the funding would only stem about four-fifths of the danger posed by the envisaged floods. She cited proper response to early warnings, land use planning and evacuation as the most effective ways of tackling the flood menace. Meanwhile, the United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEf) has announced that it is working with governments on preparedness in water and sanitation emergency situations.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200403230463.html
_________________________________________________________________________________
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 UNEP in the News

FT, 23 March: World Bank to launch Niger Delta development project

The World Bank plans to launch its first programme dedicated to Nigeria's troubled oil-producing Niger Delta, where poverty and lawlessness have sparked bitter disputes between social activists, the government and western multinationals.

The United Nations Development Programme is also exploring the possibility of co-operating for the first time with Shell, Nigeria's largest oil producer, on social development projects…..

"We still see it as an extremely challenging environment," said a World Bank official. "But there is a fighting chance of doing something worthwhile that can become sustainable."

http://search.ft.com/search/article.html?id=040323002460&query=World+Bank+plans+to+launch+Niger+Delta+development+project&vsc_appId=totalSearch&state=Form
Le Figaro, 23 mars : La crise de l'eau pourrait affecter 4 milliards de personnes en 2025

MEXICO (AFP) - La crise de l'eau, qui affecte déjà plus d'un milliard de personnes, pourrait tripler avant 2025 et toucher 4 milliards d'individus, affirme lundi une étude du Conseil mondial de l'eau publiée à Mexico qui sera en 2006 le siège du IVe Forum mondial sur ce thème….

1,1 milliard de personnes n'ont pas accès à l'eau potable dans le monde et 2,4 milliards vivent sans toilettes ni égouts, indiquait la semaine écoulée un rapport de l'ONU du "Conseil de concertation pour l'approvisionnement en eau et l'assainissement". 

En février dernier, un haut responsable de l'ONU, avait averti que "plusieurs pays ont pris du retard sur le calendrier arrêté par la communauté internationale pour assurer, avant 2015, un approvisionnement en eau potable". 

http://www.lefigaro.fr/perm/afp/sci/040322202832.bqbdlzxn.html
Le Figaro, 23 mars : Irlande: pesée des poubelles pour encourager le recyclage

DUBLIN (AFP) - Les poubelles irlandaises vont être pesées et chaque foyer paiera désormais au prorata des déchets qu'il laisse sur le trottoir afin d'encourager le recyclage, a annoncé lundi le ministre irlandais de l'Environnement, Martin Cullen. 

A partir du 1er janvier 2005, les services publics ou privés de ramassage des ordures devront mettre en place un système de calcul du poids ou du volume des déchets produits par chaque foyer irlandais afin de déterminer le montant de la taxe à payer, selon un communiqué du ministère….

"Compte tenu des progrès accomplis dans le recyclage des déchets, il est important d'introduire des mécanismes qui récompensent ceux qui recyclent leurs déchets et encouragent les autres à s'y associer", a déclaré le ministre dans ce communiqué. "Ceux qui recyclent paieront moins, ceux qui ne le font pas paieront plus", a-t-il résumé.

http://www.lefigaro.fr/perm/afp/sci/040322125436.voujtkqv.html
Libération, 23 mars : Energie. L'électricité consommée n'atteint pas la part de 21 % de renouvelable voulue par l'Europe.
En France, les éoliennes ne décollent pas

L'électricité française a du mal à prendre le sens du vent pour passer au vert. Elle risque donc bien de ne pas atteindre les objectifs fixés par la directive européenne de septembre 2001, qui veut que la part des énergies renouvelables dans la consommation brute d'électricité atteigne 21 % contre 15,6 % aujourd'hui (1). A première vue proche du but, la France peine en réalité à dépasser ce pourcentage.

http://www.liberation.fr/page.php?Article=188307
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DEVELOPMENT-LATIN AMERICA:
Mega-Cities Squander Water Resources 
Mario Osava* 

RIO DE JANEIRO, Mar 19 (Tierramérica) - Latin America's mega-cities are devouring as well as contaminating their water resources, and forced to seek increasingly distant supplies. However, experts stress that the problem is not scarcity but rather widespread waste.. 
If Sao Paulo and Mexico City do not enact urgent policies for conservation and efficient use of water, they soon will have to begin rationing, they warn. 

”It is essential to reduce excessive consumption,” Brazilian expert Aldo Rebouças told Tierramérica. ”Management of demand” is the only way out of the water supply crisis in the Sao Paulo metropolitan region, which could face rationing in the coming months, says the University of Sao Paulo professor. 

The threat has been looming since last year over the 18 million residents of the greater Sao Paulo area, which comprises 38 municipalities. Torrential rains during the southern hemisphere summer caused many floods, but did not mitigate the water supply problem. 

The rains were more intense in flood-vulnerable low-income districts than in the areas that most needed it and which feed the reservoirs, in the Cantareira Sierra. 

The Cantareira system of dams, which supplies half the metropolitan region, is at just 17 percent its total capacity and would have to reach 40 percent by the end of the month to stave off rationing, say the technicians at the Sao Paulo state sanitation company, SABESP. 

They decided -- ”a last-ditch attempt to prevent collapse” -- to offer customers who reduce consumption by at least 20 percent a proportional discount in their water bills over the next six months. 

SABESP has a production capacity of 68 cubic metres of water per second (m3/s) for the metropolitan region, but cut back to 61 or 62 m3/s in the last few months, Francisco José Paracampos, planning and distribution superintendent, told Tierramérica. 

Because of the scant margin, vulnerable to the smallest drought, the public enterprise, which holds a monopoly over Sao Paulo water distribution, is drawing up plans to boost production by 12 to 15 m3/s over the next 15 years, said Paracampos. 

That approach maintains a ”culture of abundance”, increasing supplies instead of promoting conservation and efficient use of water resources, says hydrology engineer Rebouças. Per capita water consumption today in greater Sao Paulo is 180 litres per day, but 100 litres would be sufficient, he adds. 

The new projects are very costly because they rely on water supplies that are farther away from the city, which means additional energy expenses for pumping the water to the Sao Paulo altitude of 800 metres above sea level, explained the expert. 

But Paracampos disagrees: SABESP plans combine increased supplies with regulation of demand. Per capita water consumption in Sao Paulo ”decreased 20 percent in the past six years,” he said. 

Problems similar to Sao Paulo's are found in the Valley of Mexico metropolitan area, comprising the Mexican capital and neighbouring Mexico state, home to 20 million people at an altitude of around 2,240 metres. 

The region is favoured by abundant underground water resources, which cover 70 percent of the demand, but overexploitation has caused sinkholes and damage to buildings and infrastructure. 

Extraction of water exceeds the natural recharging capacity of the aquifers by an estimated 50 to 80 percent, and official plans call for drawing even more water from them and from rivers that are farther away and at lower altitudes. 

Further aggravating the problem, according to experts' calculations, 35 percent of water supplies are lost in leaks throughout the distribution system. 

If corrective measures are not taken, says the GEO (Global Environment Outlook) study by the United Nations Environment Programme, the water deficit in the greater Mexico City area will be 21 cubic metres per second, the equivalent of 46 percent of consumption today. 

Major investments are being made in the area's deep drainage system, which already has 153 km of tunnels, and is to add 39 km more by 2007 at a cost of 760 million dollars. The aim is to prevent flooding, an ongoing problem for a city that was built over what used to be a series of lakes. 

Mexico City also suffers from serious institutional confusion, with more than 20 administrative bodies overseeing water resources. ”There is a duplication of effort in management, contradictory policies between agencies in the same city,” noted Manuel Perló, director of the University Programme for Urban Studies. 

In Mexico City and Sao Paulo alike, the authorities are carrying out campaigns to promote water conservation and reduced consumption. But in Mexico, subsidised rates for water utilities undermine that effort. 

Crisis repeats itself in Sao Paulo with no effective change in strategy, according to Rebouças. The new projects entail pipes to distribute 250 litres of water per person per day, which, he says, is a waste-level volume. 

Increasing the supply also implies additional costs in drainage, given that 80 percent of potable water ends up as sewage, Ivanildo Hespanhol, a University of Sao Paulo expert in water reutilisation, told Tierramérica. 

In addition to raising public awareness, water fixtures needs to be replaced. ”In toilets, which represent 26 percent of residential consumption, the discharge could be reduced to six litres of water, one-third of the current volume, without losing efficiency,” said Hespanhol. 

Re-use of water could delay the need to tap new and distant sources, he said. It can be used in agriculture, in industries that are major water consumers, in street cleaning and in irrigating urban green areas. 

Dozens of industrial companies are already using ”used water” in greater Sao Paulo. But this new alternative ”has to be imposed as policy,” because the sanitation companies are not interested -- their bottom line would suffer due to the lower costs of reusable water, Hespanhol said. 

(* Mario Osava is an IPS correspondent. Diego Cevallos contributed reporting from Mexico. Originally published Mar. 13 by Latin American newspapers that are part of the Tierramérica network. Tierramérica is a specialised news service produced by IPS with the backing of the United Nations Development Programme and the United Nations Environment Programme.)
BRAZIL:
Government's Amazon Plan Fails to Convince Environmentalists 
Mario Osava 

RIO DE JANEIRO, Mar 18 (IPS) - An accurate diagnosis, but short on effective solutions, is how some environmentalists describe the Brazilian government's new plan to stop the destruction of the Amazon forests, a phenomenon that has intensified over the past few years. 
The Action Plan for Deforestation Prevention and Control in the Amazon was announced this week by government officials as ”consistent and viable”, with well-defined budgets, responsibilities and timelines. 

Environment Minister Marina Silva underlined that the plan integrates different policies and government agencies into a single, broad strategy that was drawn up during the past nine months with the participation of 11 ministries, state governments and civil society representatives. 

The 156-page plan attacks the main factors behind the rapid deforestation of the Brazilian Amazon, which from August 2001 to August 2002 lost 25,500 square km of forest, 40 percent more than in the previous 12 months. 

Of the original tree-covered area, 631,369 square km, or 15.7 percent, has been deforested. 

An environmental disaster of at least that magnitude is expected in the 2002-2003 data to be released soon by the National Institute for Space Research, which monitors the state of the Amazon jungles using satellite images. 

The battle against accelerated deforestation will be deployed on three main fronts, according to the Action Plan: land-use regulation, environmental controls, and fomenting sustainable economic activities in the Amazon. 

This approach is based on an accurate analysis of the causes, but the proposed measures are focused on the land question, and fail to respond appropriately to other important causes of deforestation, Roberto Smeraldi, director of Friends of the Earth in Brazil, told IPS. 

The imbalance is reflected in the distribution of the 394 million reais (around 135 million dollars) of the Action Plan's budget for this year, which earmarks 62 percent of the funds for land-use problems, he said. 

Smeraldi admitted that it is indeed a central question in the extensive Amazon area, where most of the land is public or is occupied by people who do not hold title to it. 

To legitimise their ownership, the occupants register the land with an official agrarian agency, they cut down the trees and then either cultivate it or raise livestock on it. Without regulation of that process and territorial monitoring of the Amazon, it will be impossible to ”reverse the serious rising trend of deforestation,” said the environmentalist. 

The problem is, he said, that the plan does not take into account other activities, such as major infrastructure projects -- roads and hydroelectric dams -- that the government itself has included in its national four-year development programme. 

These are interventions in the local environment that, in addition to directly destroying the forests, intensify land speculation. New highways are main channels for the destruction of the jungle -- and plans are in the works to build more and improve existing roads in the Amazon. 

The Action Plan states that 75 percent of the deforested area is located in 50-km strips along the Amazonian highways, recognition of the contradictions between public policies of different government agencies, and ultimately undermining the environment. 

A new factor in the Amazon is the expansion of soybean farming. The fields generally cover areas that are already treeless, but the revenues generated by this crop drive up land values, which stimulates land occupations and the advance of deforestation, explained Smeraldi. 

On the third front, the plan to foment sustainable economic activity, there is little that can be expected because the government's sustainable development programme for the Amazon and its financing mechanisms have been paralysed for the past two years by a corruption scandal, he said. 

Furthermore, it is unlikely that the activities described in the Action Plan -- such as forest management, ecotourism, small-scale fishing operations and wood by-products -- would be able to compete with soy and livestock without effective incentives, added the activist. 

The lack of financial resources is the main obstacle to the success of the Action Plan, says another environmentalist, Jean-Pierre Leroy, of FASE, a non-governmental organisation that works with poor communities on economic and social rights issues. 

”The plan is ambitious,” but its budget is insufficient, and the fiscal austerity policy implemented by the government stands in the way of concrete and effective action, he told IPS. 

Territorial regulation and land titles, for example, entail a very complicated, costly and time-consuming process, as FASE proved with one of its projects, in Gurupá, in the interior of the northern Amazon state of Pará. 

The government's new plan lays out appropriate approaches, includes the participation of the citizenry and is based on the principle of ”transversality” of environmental issues by bringing together several ministries, says Leroy. But this does not ensure its effective application, he warns. 

Prepare for the Worst, Says Next Host of Climate Change Meet 
Marcela Valente 

BUENOS AIRES, Mar 17 (IPS) - In the past five international conferences on climate change, hopes have focused on attempts to get the United States and Russia to agree to cut emissions of greenhouse gases. But the wait has been in vain, and the global meetings flopped, one after another. 
The strategy at the next conference, to be hosted by Argentina in December, will be to change the central focus of the debate, on the premise that climate change is inevitable even if emissions are drastically cut, and that developing countries must start getting ready to deal with the damages. 

Instead of preparing for yet another meeting concentrated on bringing the Kyoto Protocol -- in which industrialised nations agree to meet binding targets for reducing emissions of the gases that cause global warming -- into effect, Argentina proposes discussing the creation of funds and mechanisms for ''adapting'' to the increasingly accelerated phenomenon of global warming. 

The Argentine government's initiative, which has the backing of non-governmental organisations (NGOs), will focus on the question of drumming up funds that would enable developing countries to create the infrastructure -- like irrigation or canal systems -- needed to deal with the changes provoked by global warming. 

The Tenth Conference of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (COP-10) will be held Dec. 6-17 in Buenos Aires. 

The Argentine capital also hosted the Fourth Conference. But since no other Latin American country set forth a proposal, the Convention's executive secretariat accepted the offer from Buenos Aires. 

The suggestion to discuss the creation of ''adaptation mechanisms'' came from the Argentine Foreign Ministry's director of environmental affairs, Raúl Estrada Oyuela, who took part in the negotiations that led to the implementation of the Convention on Climate Change in 1994, and to the desig n of the Kyoto Protocol in 1997. 

Before the Protocol can go into effect, it must be ratified by nations whose total combined emissions of greenhouse gases account for 55 percent of global emissions. 

The countries that had ratified the Protocol by late 2003 accounted for 44.3 percent of global emissions. 

If Russia were to ratify the Protocol, the proportion would rise to 61 percent. And if the United States signed and ratified the treaty, the proportion would climb to 80 percent. Only one of them would have to ratify the treaty for it to enter into effect. But neither Washington nor Moscow are willing to do so. 

COP-6, which took place in late 2000 in The Hague, was cut short to await the results of the hard-fought elections in the United States, which is responsible for 24 percent of all greenhouse gas emissions. 

Outgoing president Bill Clinton (1993-2001) had signed the Protocol towards the end of his term. But shortly after taking office, President George W. Bush revoked the U.S. government's signature. 

The second half of COP-6 was held in 2001, and no progress was made towards expanding commitments to reduce emissions. 

Since then, all eyes have turned towards Russia. After a few hints that it would ratify the Protocol, Moscow failed to do so at COP-8 in New Delhi, India in 2002 and at COP-9, held late last year in Milan, Italy. 

The last few conferences were described as dull and ineffective by government delegates and activists alike. 

Meanwhile, the process of global warming has not let up. 

In the 10 years since the Convention on Climate Change went into effect, greenhouse gas emissions have continued to increase, reflecting a ''collective failure'' on the part of the industrialised North, the U.S.-based Global Resources Institute (GRI) said this week. 

GRI researchers estimate that emissions of carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases have increased 11 percent in the past decade, and they project another 50 percent rise by 2020. 

A team of 25 scientists and activists who visited the glaciers of Patagonia, the region shared by Argentina and Chile at the extreme southern tip of South America, aboard the Greenpeace ship the Arctic Sunrise in late January and early February found evidence of severe glacial retreat caused by global warming. 

Argentina will recommend that the goal of getting Russia and/or the United States to ratify the Protocol should not be put at the top of the agenda, even though it remains the key objective of the negotiations carried out since the Convention on Climate Change was adopted in 1992. 

''If Russia ratifies the Protocol before COP-10, then we'll change our plans. But the most reasonable route is to prepare for the worst,'' Estrada Oyuela said at a Mar. 15 meeting of representatives of local NGOs, where he announced the position to be taken by Buenos Aires in its preparations for the conference. 

The idea was accepted as ''realistic'' by many of the NGOs taking part in the meeting. ''It doesn't make sense to continue pushing for ratification of the Kyoto Protocol when it is clear that they don't intend to comply with it,'' Anna Petra, with the local EcoLaPaz Environmentalist Association, told IPS. 

''We know that even if (the effect of the greenhouse gases) is mitigated, and emissions are drastically reduced, climate change is irreversible, so adaptation is one way to assess how much damage has already been done, and how the vulnerabilities of each country can be addressed,'' said Petra, whose organisation forms part of Friends of the Earth International. 

Juan Carlos Villalonga, with Greenpeace-Argentina's energy campaign, agrees: ''The Kyoto Protocol is stuck in a dead-end alley, and I believe Estrada Oyuela's stance is one of good faith, because he recommends not losing any more time in waiting for emissions to be reduced, and suggests that we attempt to do something in terms of adapting to climate change.'' 

Villalonga noted, for example, that in the pampas of central Argentina, rainfall has increased nearly 40 percent in 30 years due to global warming, and investment is urgently needed to create new networks of canals, dikes, roads and bridges. 

Estrada Oyuela's position ''is pragmatic, and we support it,'' said the Greenpeace activist, although he warned of certain risks. On one hand, he expressed the fear that the policies aimed at helping countries deal with climate change could begin to be seen as a solution to the underlying problem. 

Villalonga also warned of the risk that the international community could end up facilitating things for countries that refuse to make progress towards eliminating the causes of global warming. 

Greenhouse gases are basically the result of the burning of fossil fuels like oil, coal and gas. 

''The adaptation mechanisms would be a palliative, but if emissions reduction is not required and the petroleum industry interests aren't touched, there will be no cure for this illness,'' said Villalonga. 

Since the climate change conferences got underway in 1992, the emphasis has been on cutting emissions and mitigating their effects, said Estrada Oyuela. 

However, it is increasingly important for developing countries to put an emphasis on their vulnerabilities and on measures to address them, he stressed. 

The proposal that Argentina will send to the Climate Change Convention General Secretariat in June breaks up the agenda for the December ministerial meeting into four major areas of debate: adaptation; energy and climate change; land use; and the negotiating process itself. 

Instead of the traditional series of speeches by environment ministers, Buenos Aires suggests setting up four panels comprised of six ministers and a moderator to discuss the four main areas of debate. All of the regions would be represented on each panel. 

''We must bring the big issues that were sent to the parallel meetings back into the conferences,'' Estrada Oyuela told the representatives of civil society Monday. 

He was referring to the forums in which NGOs, business chambers, and academics take part, and which have lately been joined by government officials. 

These parallel meetings have become increasingly attractive, drawing more and more participants, in contrast to the conferences of government delegates, which have failed to pull out of the Kyoto Protocol impasse, and continue waiting for the ''rebellious'' countries to agree to do their bit in fighting climate change. (END/2004)
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T U E S D A Y    H I G H L I G H T S
*
Security Council meets on killing of Hamas leader Yassin

*
‘Aghast’ at assassination of Hamas leader, UN expert urges end to targeted killings

*
Lebanon: UN envoy concerned over Hizbollah attacks and Israeli retaliation

*
UN awaiting reply from Governing Council on Oil-for-Food probe – spokesman

*
UN team in Haiti winding up its preliminary work

*
Annan appeals for end to fighting between government and communists in Nepal

*
UN relief official deplores murder of humanitarian worker in Somalia

*
UN mission urges calm on fifth anniversary of NATO’s intervention in Kosovo

*
1,000 Congolese flee to Zambia in last six days, UN refugee agency says

*
UN agency opens fourth safe camp for Sudanese refugees inside neighbouring Chad

*
Urgent donations needed to prevent locust plague in northwest Africa – UN

*
To boost child survival, UN agencies launch global plan to promote breastfeeding 

*
UN closes refugee camp in Pakistan in start of consolidation programme

*
13 rich countries seek exemption from ban on ozone-destroying pesticide – UN

* * * *

Middle East

23 March – Amid rising tensions in the Middle East following Monday’s assassination of Hamas leader Sheikh Ahmed Yassin in Gaza, the Security Council held an open meeting today with nearly 40 speakers scheduled to take part in the debate.

Speaking at the outset of the session, which was convened at the request of Palestine and the Arab Group of States, the Permanent Observer of Palestine, Nasser al-Kidwa, described the killing of Sheikh Yassin as a “war crime,” and held the occupying power and the Israeli leadership legally and politically responsible for committing that crime, as well as for the consequences that it entailed.

On the other hand, Mr. al-Kidwa said he valued the wide international condemnation of the crime and the decisive calls made to Israel to refrain from perpetuating other extra-judicial killings and abide by international humanitarian law. He also valued the readiness and desire of the majority of Council members to take a clear position on what had happened, but regretfully it was not possible for the 15-member body to take an urgent position in the form of a presidential statement.

“We hope that the Council will be able, after taking more time to consider this,” to adopt a draft resolution submitted by the Arab Group of States, he added. “There is no doubt that this is a matter of the utmost importance.”

Israel, Mr. al-Kidwa said, was an outlaw State, regularly violating the provisions of the UN Charter, international law and international humanitarian law, including the Fourth Geneva Convention, and Security Council resolutions. Israel had completely destroyed the life of the Palestinian people and deprived them of their rights, and its policies were not an attempt to counter terrorism but a major reason for the terrorism in the Middle East and beyond.

Ambassador Dan Gillerman of Israel told the Council that the Palestinian leadership had proved “beyond any doubt” that it had no intention of taking a single measure to fight terrorism, as it was legally and morally obliged to do. It was the basic obligation of the Government of Israel – like any government – to protect the lives of its citizens from the threat of terrorism.

Ambassador Gillerman said the Israeli Government made every effort, under excruciatingly difficult conditions, to minimize harm to civilians. It recognized its responsibilities, but Israel “would not negotiate by day and bury our dead by night.” By removing Sheikh Yassin from the international stage, “we send a very strong message to the terrorists: ‘When you kill our civilians, you are not immune,’” the Israeli delegate said.

He said the Palestinian leadership had a choice: It could continue to “get into bed with terrorists and tyrants,” or it could prove to the world that it was ready to assume responsibilities, not just assume privileges. It could show that it was ready to establish a democratic society that would respect the rights of its people, and the rights of its neighbours, and not another terrorist dictatorship in the heart of the Middle East.

The Security Council also had a choice, Ambassador Gillerman said. It did not have to continue to send a message that put the response to terrorism on trial, instead of terrorism itself. It did not have to pander to initiatives that defended the terrorist rather than his victims. “Which message will you send today, to our region and to the rest of the world?” he asked.

Earlier Tuesday the Council’s President, Ambassador Jean-Marc de La Sablière of France, was asked by reporters why there was no Council statement on the killing. He said consensus was required and despite “difficult” discussions among experts that began yesterday, “it was not possible to reach a consensus.”

* * *

Middle East

23 March – A United Nations human rights expert today said she is “aghast at the planned and deliberate extrajudicial execution” of Hamas spiritual leader Sheikh Ahmed Yassin, who was killed in Gaza on Monday along with seven others.

Asma Jahangir, the Special Rapporteur on extrajudicial, summary or arbitrary executions, warned that Israel’s use of “brute force” would only lead to escalating violence.

The expert urged the Israeli Government not to resort to aerial bombing or targeted shootings against civilian populations, and called on the Israeli forces to “immediately end this unacceptable practice” in conformity with international human rights standards.

Emphasizing that the right to life and security allows for no derogation, she said it “must be applied with no exception in all circumstances, including times of emergency, internal unrest or in the context of the fight against terrorism.”

Ms. Jahangir’s statement was released in Geneva, where the UN Commission on Human Rights today decided to hold a “special sitting” starting tomorrow morning on the situation in the occupied Palestinian territory resulting from the assassination of Sheikh Yassin.

That decision was passed by a roll-call vote of 34 in favour to 3 against – the United States, Eritrea and Australia – with 14 countries abstaining.

* * *

Lebanon

23 March – Responding to exchanges of fire along the Israel-Lebanon withdrawal line, a United Nations envoy today called on the parties to avoid a further deterioration of the already tense situation.

Staffan de Mistura, Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s Personal Representative for Southern Lebanon, released a statement in Beirut pointing to “repetitive and serious” violations of the Blue Line.

He noted that Hizbollah, using rockets and mortars, yesterday launched a “heavy attack” on Israeli military positions in the Shebaa farms area. This was immediately followed by “heavy retaliation” by the Israeli Defence Force (IDF), which used aerial bombs, mortars, artillery and small arms fire. The fighting lasted for over two hours.

Mr. de Mistura voiced the UN’s “deep concern regarding the attack by Hizbollah, launched at a time when regional tensions are already at a high point.”

“Both Hizbollah’s action and the Israeli response constitute grave breaches of the Blue Line and risk a further, dangerous escalation,” he warned, calling on all parties to avoid further violations and to abide by their obligations under relevant Security Council resolutions.

* * *

Iraq: Oil-for-Food

23 March – With Secretary-General Kofi Annan set to appoint an independent panel this week to look into allegations of corruption within the United Nations Oil-for-Food humanitarian operation for Iraq, the country’s Governing Council still has not replied to Mr. Annan’s request for help in investigating the charges, a UN spokesman said today.

The UN’s in-house watchdog – the Office for Internal Oversight Services (OIOS) – has written the Governing Council twice, on 6 February and 11 March, asking for cooperation, spokesman Fred Eckhard said in answer to press questions in New York. The United Nations did not know why it had not yet received a response.

He noted that OIOS has received a letter from the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA), signed by Administrator L. Paul Bremer, promising support to the Office and that the UN’s auditing branch was satisfied by the response.

Yesterday Mr. Eckhard announced that Mr. Annan expected to communicate to the Security Council the details of the panel’s terms of reference and the names of its members.

Asked today whether the Secretary-General would need a response from the Council, the spokesman said Mr. Annan did not feel that there needed to be a Council resolution, but there could be a statement or letter in response.

“The whole point of this consultation with Council members over the last two weeks was to convince them of the need for such an independent investigation in the hopes that he would get their support,” Mr. Eckhard said. “Without government support this investigation is not going to go very far, so he is hoping for some kind of signal from the Council that they support this effort.”

Responding to a question about the growing number of UN and outside investigations into the allegations, Mr. Eckhard said the United Nations would only have one probe, with OIOS turning over to the panel whatever evidence it has gathered.

“The Secretary-General has been working for several weeks to get this broader investigation going. I think he would welcome any additional light that others could shed on the situation, either out of Baghdad or out a national capital,” the spokesman said. “But I think he feels it’s his responsibility to launch a UN-based investigation of this UN programme.”

* * *

Haiti 

23 March – United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s Special Adviser on Haiti, Reginald Dumas, will leave post-conflict Haiti tomorrow to attend a meeting of the Caribbean Community (CARICOM) in the eastern Caribbean nation of St. Kitts and Nevis, Mr. Annan’s spokesman said today. 

The 15-member CARICOM, of which Haiti is a member, played an important role in trying to work out a compromise between then President Jean-Bertrand Aristide and his opponents earlier this year. Mr. Aristide eventually left Haiti for the Central African Republic and is now in Jamaica, which currently holds CARICOM’s presidency.

Meanwhile, a UN multi-disciplinary team assessing requirements for a UN peacekeeping mission has been wrapping up its work. Led by Hocine Medili, that team’s members are beginning to return to New York, spokesman Fred Eckhard said. 

The UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) said 80 per cent of the schools in the provinces and in the capital, Port-au-Prince, are now open. UNICEF workers are scheduled to distribute school supplies in the towns of Cap Haitien and St. Marc this week in preparation for a countrywide “Back to School” campaign, targeting more than 1.5 million students and 50,000 teachers.

UNICEF is also training midwives and distributing obstetric health kits. Fear, however, has been keeping attendance at health clinics low, Mr. Eckhard said.

* * *

Nepal

23 March – Voicing concern at the escalation of fighting in Nepal with its mounting toll of civilian casualties and human rights abuses, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan has called on the government and communists to end their conflict and offered his good offices in helping to reach a solution.

In a statement issued by his spokesman last night, Mr. Annan said the continued conflict was having an increasingly devastating impact on the lives of ordinary people. 

“Civilian casualties and serious human rights violations are a routine occurrence, and the country’s economic and social development is being seriously hampered,” he added.

Discounting a military solution to the conflict, he appealed to the government and the Communist Party of Nepal (Maoist) “to take immediate steps to end the fighting and resume the peace process with the participation of all political and civil forces in the country.”

Mr. Annan added that he “continues to be available to assist the search for a solution in any manner the parties consider useful.”   

* * *

Somalia

23 March – United Nations Emergency Relief Coordinator Jan Egeland today condemned the killing of an aid worker following an ambush in Somalia’s northwest last Friday.

One unnamed worker was killed and two others were injured after gunmen ambushed staff from the German Agency for Technical Assistance (GTZ) near the town of Berabera in the Somaliland region.

In a statement issued in New York, Mr. Egeland offered his condolences to the victim’s family and those injured, saying such attacks cannot be tolerated.

“The killing of one of our colleagues is a tragic reminder of the risks humanitarian workers face every day,” he said.

The Somalia Aid Coordination Body (SACB) – which comprises UN agencies, donors and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) – also expressed its shock and sorrow in a statement after the killing.

The SACB said the killing highlights the deteriorating security situation for international aid workers operating in Somalia. On 29 January a UN field security officer was kidnapped in Somalia’s south by armed militiamen before being released more than a week later.

* * *

Kosovo

23 March – The United Nations Interim Administration Mission in Kosovo (UNMIK) has called for calm during tomorrow’s expected celebrations to mark the fifth anniversary of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization’s (NATO) intervention to stop the killings in the province.

UNMIK and the NATO-led Kosovo Force (KFOR) said that while the people of Kosovo “should be able to express themselves freely and openly,” UNMIK Police and KFOR cannot “accept actions which incite violence.”

The top UN envoy to the province has also issued an open letter to Kosovars, saying the five-year anniversary should be used to mark a new beginning after last week’s deadly violence.

Harri Holkeri, the Secretary-General’s Special Representative, called on the people of Kosovo to play their part individually to make sure that the events do not re-occur.

Some 28 people were killed and hundreds injured after violence erupted across the province following the drowning of three ethnic Albanian children in the town of Cabra. At least 30 religious sites, mostly churches, were destroyed and more than 300 homes were burnt.

The UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) estimated that 3,200 people – mostly ethnic Serbs and Roma – fled their homes because of the attacks.

A UNHCR spokesman said the agency had distributed mattresses, blankets, jerry cans and food supplies to the evacuees, who are either living with host families or staying temporarily at KFOR bases.

Mr. Holkeri visited the towns of Obilic and Gracanica today to inspect the damage caused in the rioting, and also met with Bishop Artemije, the head of the Serbian Orthodox Church in Kosovo.

The envoy said the province had experienced “ethnically motivated violence” that may have started spontaneously but was orchestrated by extremist elements.

Mr. Holkeri added he would seek international help to re-build churches and other religious sites damaged during the violence.

His deputy, Charles Brayshaw, travelled to Prizren to inspect homes and religious sites damaged in that town and to talk to some of the people who had to flee their homes last week.

The head of the UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) has also condemned the violence, particularly the damage to Kosovo’s cultural and religious heritage.

Koïchiro Matsuura, Director-General of UNESCO, said it is not just the monuments but “a memory and cultural identity that are being destroyed.”

* * *

DR of Congo

23 March – The Zambian Government is reporting that 1,000 refugees from the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) have crossed into its territory since last Thursday because of fighting by Maï-Maï rebel militia elements in southeastern DRC, the United Nations refugee agency (UNHCR) said today.

About 300 refugees have sought asylum on Kilwa Island in Lake Mweru on the DRC-Zambia border and another 700 are on the Zambian mainland, UNHCR spokesman Kris Janowski reported in Geneva, citing “sketchy information.”

Zambian authorities have been screening them to ensure that they are genuine asylum-seekers, he said. Agency staff in Lusaka and in Kawambwa stand ready to move refugees to Kala Camp in northern Zambia, where other Congolese nationals have been sheltered.

* * *

Chad

23 March – The United Nations refugee agency has opened a fourth safe camp inside Chad and is close to setting up a fifth to help the tens of thousands of Sudanese refugees who have crossed the border to escape conflict in Darfur.

Some 367 refugees were transferred to a camp at Iridimi at the weekend, UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) spokesman Kris Janowski told reporters today in Geneva.

Iridimi’s first arrivals mean almost 13,000 refugees have now been transferred to four camps – the others are living at camps in Touloum, Farchana and Kounoungo.

The camps were set up by UNHCR and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) well away from the Chad-Sudan border, where an estimated 110,000 refugees have been staying since fleeing Sudan. Sudanese militias had been attacking the border shelters, prompting the UN to find safer sites.

Mr. Janowski said a fifth camp, at Goz Amer, should start accepting refugees from the border zone soon. It will be the first camp within its region of eastern Chad, which is next to Darfur.

UNHCR, the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF), the NGO known as CARE and Chad’s national refugee agency distributed aid to 6,000 Sudanese refugees in the border town of Bahai over the weekend, he said.

Many of the refugees there had already used up their savings and food supplies and had been relying on food donations from local Chadians and on doing small jobs in return for money to buy food, according to UNHCR.

Fighting between the Sudanese Government, local militia and rebel groups, including the Sudan Liberation Army (SLA), since March last year has driven thousands of people from Darfur and internally displaced another 700,000 people in Sudan, which has a total of 3 million to 4 million displaced throughout the country largely as a result of its 20-year civil war.

* * *

Locusts

23 March – Warning of an “extremely serious” threat of a desert locust plague in northwest Africa, the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) today launched an urgent appeal for international donor help to prevent an even greater upsurge over a vast swath of territory stretching from Morocco and Algeria down into Niger.

In its latest update, the agency noted that despite control operations, the situation continued to be extremely serious. “If operations are not effective during the summer, this could not only have a dramatic impact on food security within the region but the current situation could develop into a plague by the end of the year,” FAO cautioned.

“International donor assistance is urgently required to prevent a plague from developing,” the agency’s Locust Group warned, noting that there were signs now that the situation was moving towards the early stages of an upsurge.

In Morocco, intensive aerial and ground control operations, treating up to 20,000 hectares per day, are in progress against swarms that are laying eggs in the spring breeding areas in the Draa Valley on the southern side of the Atlas Mountains, and it is likely that similar infestations extend into western Algeria, the group said.

In the next few weeks, more swarms are expected to arrive in Morocco and Algeria from northern Mauritania and the Western Sahara where widespread hatching continues and adults are forming swarms, some of which have been seen moving northwards.

In Niger, adult densities are increasing in the southern Air Mountains where egg-laying and hatching are in progress. Many small swarms were seen moving northwards in early March and may appear in southern and central Algeria.

Control operations are in progress in the affected countries but national resources are rapidly being drained. During the first half of March, more than 250,000 hectares were treated in Morocco, compared to about only 2,000 in Mauritania where a severe shortage of funds for pesticide and operations continues to limit the ability to reduce the number of swarms that will eventually move towards breeding areas.

Last month, FAO launched an urgent appeal to donors for $6 million to support and maintain operations in Mauritania and another $3 million for Mali, Niger and Chad to avert a plague. The last plague in 1987-89 and cost more than $300 million before it came to an end. 

* * *

Breastfeeding

23 March – Calling on governments to promote and protect breastfeeding, two United Nations agencies today jointly launched an international plan to promote the practice and secure children’s health.

The Global Strategy for Infant and Young Child Feeding presented by the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and the World Health Organization (WHO) pinpoints the main problems associated with the matter and identifies approaches to their solution.

“There is no better way than breastfeeding to make sure that a child gets the best start in life,” said UNICEF Executive Director Carol Bellamy. “The strategy is an invaluable roadmap for governments to create supportive environments where women can make informed choices about feeding their children.”

Breastfeeding alone provides the ideal nourishment for infants for the first six months of life as it furnishes all the nutrients, antibodies, hormones, immune factors and antioxidants an infant needs to thrive, the agencies said. It also protects babies from diarrhoea and acute respiratory infections while stimulating their immune systems.

“Virtually all mothers can breastfeed provided they have accurate information, and support within their families and communities and from the health care system,” said WHO Director-General Lee Jong-wook, urging governments to implement the strategy.

He added that children who are not breastfed face greater risk of morbidity and mortality, while those receiving only mother’s milk during the first half-year of life, and continued breastfeeding coupled with appropriate foods after that, enjoy better health.

The strategy calls for a dramatic increase in the number of infants who are exclusively breastfed. Currently, WHO and UNICEF say no more than 35 per cent of infants worldwide are exclusively breastfed during even the first four months of life. 

The effects reverberate into the future. “The long-term impact of poor feeding practices in infancy and early childhood include poor school performance, reduced productivity and impaired intellectual and social development,” Ms. Bellamy noted.

* * *

Pakistan

23 March – Kicking off a United Nations campaign to reduce the number of refugee camps in Pakistan, the country’s Shalman camp in the North West Frontier province has closed after the last of its residents returned to Afghanistan.

UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) spokesman Kris Janowski told reporters today in Geneva that the final 148 residents left Shalman on Sunday to return to Afghanistan. A separate group of 433 people was transferred Friday to another camp at Kotkai.

Returning refugees are given food, a small travel grant and some supplies by UNHCR to help them re-adjust to life in Afghanistan.

Mr. Janowski said the agency chose to first close Shalman – which lies in a dry valley near the famous Khyber Pass – because of its harsh and isolated conditions and its falling population. At its peak, Shalman had capacity for 26,000 refugees.

UNHCR hopes to announce more camp closures in the next few months after holding talks with government officials in the provinces of North West Frontier and Balochistan, Mr. Janowski said. The agency set up 15 camps in the region to shelter Afghans who fled fighting in their homeland following the fall of the Taliban in late 2001.

Some 400,000 Afghans are expected to return home this year from Pakistan, while 33,500 people have already returned from Iran since the start of the year. In 2002 and 2003 about 1.9 million Afghans are estimated to have returned from Pakistan.

* * *

Pesticides

23 March – Thirteen developed countries will ask for transitional exemptions to the ban on the ozone-destroying and highly toxic pesticide methyl bromide as delegates gather for a three-day United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) meeting starting tomorrow in Montreal, Canada. 

At the talks on the 1987 Montreal Protocol on Substances that Deplete the Ozone Layer, the requests to employ methyl bromide for “certain critical uses” after the phase-out date of 1 January 2005 for industrialized countries will come from Australia, Belgium, Canada, France, Greece, Italy, Israel, Japan, the Netherlands, Portugal, Spain, the United Kingdom and the United States, UNEP said.

“Granting limited exemptions to the (Montreal) Protocol’s increasingly strict controls will ensure that the transition to ozone-friendly solutions does not cause farmers and other users of methyl bromide undue economic pain,” UNEP Executive Director Klaus Toepfer said today. 

Methyl bromide is used as a fumigant for high-value crops, for pest control and for the quarantine treatment of agricultural commodity exports, UNEP said. Meanwhile, any destruction of the stratospheric ozone layer allows ultra-violet-C (UV-C) and increased levels of UV-B radiation to reach the Earth’s surface.

Possible dangers to human beings from UVs include more melanoma and non-melanoma skin cancers, more eye cataracts and weakened immune systems, according to UNEP. Risks to animal and plant life include reduced plant yields, injury to ocean ecosystems and reduced fishing yields, adverse general effects on animals and damage to plastics. 

The requests for exemptions from the 13 countries total some 17,000 tons. Of this amount, the UNEP Technology and Economics Assessment Panel (TEAP) is recommending approval of 12,900 tons. The Parties to the Protocol met last November in Nairobi, Kenya, to consider the exemptions, but were unable to finalize a list. 

In 1997 total world consumption was 37,640 tons, of which 75 per cent was used in the developed countries. The figure dropped to 15,073 tons in 2002, about half of which was used by the developed countries, UNEP said. 

The agency predicts that the ozone layer will return to normalcy in about 50 years, but only if the Montreal Protocol’s phase-out schedules are fully respected.

* *** *

__________________________________________________________________________________________

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
The Security Council will hold consultations on the Middle East at 12:30 today.  Those consultations follow discussions that took place at the expert level, today and yesterday, on a response to the killing of Sheikh Ahmed Yassin in Gaza earlier yesterday.

The Security Council then will hold consultations on Haiti at 3 this afternoon, in which it will receive a briefing from Assistant Secretary-General for Political Affairs Danilo Türk on recent developments in that country.

The Council was also expected this afternoon to discuss Iraq, to consider the draft text of a presidential statement.  It is possible that a formal meeting to adopt that statement may be held after the consultations end.

Tomorrow, the Council will hold an open meeting, followed by consultations, on Afghanistan.

**Haiti Update
In Haiti, the UN team led by Hocine Medili, which is assessing the requirements for a peacekeeping operation, is wrapping up its work on the ground.  Members of the team are starting to return to New York.  The Secretary-General’s Special Advisor, Reginald Dumas, is expected to leave Haiti tomorrow in order to attend a meeting of the Caribbean Community (CARICOM) in Saint Kitts and Nevis.

On the humanitarian side, in Port-au-Prince, efforts are continuing to re-open health centres that ceased to function during the height of the crisis.  UNICEF is distributing obstetric health kits to assure safe deliveries and train midwives.  Even though medical supplies are available, it is reported that fear is still keeping attendance low at health centres that have reopened.

UNICEF is reporting that 80 per cent of schools in the capital and the provinces are now open and that school supplies will be distributed in Cap Haïtien and Saint Marc this week.  In the coming days, UNICEF will be launching a “Back to School” campaign targeting more than 1.5 million students and 50,000 teachers nationwide.

**Statement Attributable to the Spokesman for Secretary-General on Nepal
We put out a statement late yesterday afternoon, which said that the Secretary-General is disturbed by the recent escalation of fighting in Nepal, where the continued instability and conflict is having an increasingly devastating impact on the lives of ordinary people.

The Secretary-General does not believe there is a military solution to the conflict.  He appeals to His Majesty’s Government of Nepal and the Communist Party of Nepal (Maoist) to take immediate steps to end the fighting and resume the peace process with the participation of all political and civil forces in the country.

The full text of the statement is available upstairs.

**Somalia – Death of Aid Worker Condemned
The international humanitarian community is condemning an attack in Somaliland at the end of last week, which left one aid worker dead and two others injured.  The staff of the German Agency for Technical Assistance (GTZ) were ambushed on 19 March outside Berabera in Somaliland.

In a statement issued today, Jan Egeland, the United Nations Emergency Relief Coordinator said that this killing “is a tragic reminder of the risks humanitarian workers face every day”.  “Such attacks cannot be tolerated”, he said.  We have his full statement available in my office.

**Kosovo
Harri Holkeri, the head of the UN Mission in Kosovo, yesterday evening spoke to the press in Pristina, and said that the assistance the Mission has received from NATO has enabled it to resume its full functions.

The top priority now, he said, is to restore law and order following last week’s violence, stabilize the situation and bring the perpetrators to justice.  Holkeri said that some 28 people had died, while some 30 religious sites had been destroyed and nearly 300 homes burnt or damaged.  We have the text of his opening remarks upstairs.

**UNHCR
Also on Kosovo, the UN Refugee Agency said today that more than 3,200 minority people –- mostly ethnic Serbs and Romas -– have been evacuated by the NATO-led Kosovo Force since clashes erupted last Wednesday.  Some of them have returned home as the situation has calmed down, but most are still living in KFOR bases with host families.

We have more details in today’s UNHCR briefing notes.  Those notes also include information about reports from Zambia’s Government that some 1,000 Congolese have crossed into Zambia since 18 March, following fighting in the south-eastern Democratic Republic of the Congo.

**FAO warns of serious locust situation in North-West Africa
The UN’s Food and Agriculture Organization is warning that despite control operations, the desert locust situation in North-West Africa is still extremely serious.

FAO is asking for donor assistance to prevent a plague from developing and extending from Morocco into Mauritania and Algeria.

FAO warns that if control operations slow down or are interrupted during this spring, more swarms will form and spread at the beginning of the summer growing season.

The last locust plague in 1987 lasted several years and cost more than $300 million to end.  We have a press release on that.

**Press Conferences Tomorrow
Press conferences tomorrow:  At 10:30 a.m., here in 226, Sarbuland Khan of the UN Information and Communications Technology Task Force and Daniel Aghion of the Wireless Internet Institute, will hold a join press conference to announce a joint programme to accelerate the adoption of broadband wireless internet in underserved areas around the world.  They will be joined by Marcel Boisard, the Executive Director of the UN Institute for Training and Research (UNITAR) and representatives from Intel Corporation and IBM.

Then a half hour later at 11:00 a.m., Joseph Chamie, the Director of the UN’s Population Division will be here to brief you on the 37th session of the Commission on Population and Development, which is taking place this week.  He will be joined by two of the session’s keynote speakers, Brunson McKinley, Director-General of the International Organization for Migration and Riad Tabbarah, Director of the Centre for Development Studies and Projects in Beirut.

**Guest at Noon Tomorrow
And finally, our guest  -- if you wouldn’t have had enough by then –- our guest at the noon briefing tomorrow will be Ahemdou Ould-Abdallah, the Special Representative of the Secretary-General for West Africa.  And he will be here to talk about the situation in that region.

That’s all I have for you today.  Abdurrahim?

Questions and Answers

Question:  Fred, on the letter from Ayatollah Sistani, how much is the position that he took in his letter calling on the UN to repudiate the intra-constitution? How much of a problem is that for the UN?  And has the SG formulated a position to that yet?

Spokesman:  No, there will be no response to that letter, and I don’t think Mr. Brahimi wants to enter into that debate on one side or the other of it.  If he can help Iraqis work out their differences on the issues, not just of the fundamental law but the whole of the transition process, he will be a happy man.  Bill?

Question:  Has the Secretary-General received the adequate security assessment of the situation in Iraq yet to allow him to go ahead and take the next step of scheduling the return of the electoral team?

Spokesman:  I’d have to double-check that, but I assume that the assessment was completed, yes.

Question:  Thus, is there anything you can tell us about the schedule of who’s going when and where?

Spokesman:  We would not, as I told you, announce the departure of either the electoral team or the political team headed by Mr. Brahimi.  We’ll have to wait until they safely arrive in Baghdad to announce to you that they have gone.  And that’s... (interrupted)

Question:  And can you confirm, can you say that their departure has been scheduled?

Spokesman:  I can’t say anything at this time, Bill.  Yes?

Question:  Have you two separate teams?  A political and an electoral?  Last time sort of Brahimi left... (interrupted)

Spokesman:  Brahimi heads the whole team, but Carina Pirelli heads an electoral team that has a technical mission separate from Mr. Brahimi’s political mission.  He is the head of the entire team, but they’d be going at different times.  Yes, Mark?

Question:  I’m sorry if I missed this, on Kosovo there was a call for a lot of thinking and so forth.  What’s happening here in the Secretariat?  Is there a rethink about how the mission should operate, what its mandate should be?  Is there any of that kind of level discussion going on?

Spokesman:  I am not aware of that, but I could easily ask someone from the Secretariat to brief you if you want to; brief all of you if there is general interest.

Question:  I’d be interested.

Spokesman:  Okay, we’ll make a phone call for you after the briefing.  Mark?

Question:  Fred, you said the security assessment you believe was completed, was that completed before the assassination of Sheik Yassin?  And if so, was anything new?  Was any security review ordered after that?  And is it the SG’s feeling that that development would perhaps cause him to rethink when (inaudible) might be deployed (inaudible)...?

Spokesman:  I don’t know that we go into those kinds of details Mark, on our security thinking or security planning.  I don’t know whether the security assessment was completed before yesterday morning.  I’d have to ask for you to see if it’s something I could tell you.  Bill?

Question:  On the “oil-for-food issue”, has the Secretary-General yet received any reply from the Governing Council to his request for information or any documents from the CPA that he’d requested?

Spokesman:  I haven’t checked with them this morning.  I think when you asked me yesterday I said that there had been a letter from the CPA, signed by Mr. Bremer and promising support or help to OIOS.  And I believe OIOS was satisfied with that response.  They didn’t tell me what was in the letter specifically, but they said that they were convinced that they would get his full cooperation.  On the Governing Council, I’d have to check, but there was no response as of yesterday.  And that’s after two requests by the head of OIOS for documentary evidence that’s been written about in the press and that related to our own staff with the oil-for-food programme, specifically Benon Sevan.  We want to investigate that.  We want that evidence.  We don’t know why we’re getting no answers to our letters.

Question:  Is the Secretary-General waiting for an organized response from the Security Council concerning his letter to them on the Friday before he appoints the independent panel to investigate or what is the timing of that appointment going to be?

Spokesman:  It is always risky to predict, but I think it’s the Secretary-General’s intention to form the panel this week and to finalize its terms of reference.  And when he’s done that, he will send that information to the Security Council, most likely in the form of a follow-on letter to the initial letter he sent them Friday announcing his intention.  So, as I say, we hope that by the end of this week...  David?

Question:  Can he do that with or without any response from the Security Council to his letter Friday?

Spokesman:  I don’t know that he is expecting a response to that letter.  That letter just told them that it was his intention to do this and that he would be getting back to them with further details.  Let me take Louis.

Question:  Fred, anything new on the black box?  And if not, have the agencies that are looking into this giving you any sort of a timeline as to when they will be able to say definitively whether or not this is the black box that everybody has been insinuating that it might be?

Spokesman:  Well, last we checked, which was yesterday, the firm in Ottawa listening to the tape was still working on it.  And I was told that it was not unusual for these kinds of assessments to take weeks.  So, I don’t know when they are going to report their findings to ICAO.  So, all you have is the initial reaction that I gave you from when the NTSB listened to the tape in Washington -- that it appeared not to be linked to the air crash in Rwanda in ’94.

The only little twist to this story came out in a CNN television programme, Richard Roth’s programme on Saturday, where a more senior official from the UN Peacekeeping Department said on camera that he’d already sent the black box to Washington, to the NTSB, in ’94 and was told in ’94 that it was not linked to the Rwanda plane crash and that’s why he put it in the drawer.  In looking at the paper trail that I described to you initially, we saw no record of it having been sent to the NTSB; so that was news to us.  This person -- Dennis Beissel is his name -- was the acting head of the field administration division of the Peacekeeping Department in ’94 and is the most senior person to date to say that he knew about the black box.  Anyway, that’s something that Mr. Dileep Nair will have to look into for OIOS -- how far this information moved up the chain and what was done in ’94 -- and as soon as we get a reaction from the people doing the testing of the box now we’ll give it to you.  David?

Question:  Fred, in connection to Bill’s question, the French Ambassador said yesterday afternoon that he would expect to meet with the Secretary-General about his letter on oil-for-food.  I don’t see that scheduled for today.  Do you expect before the SG leaves that they will have that meeting?  Beyond that on... (interrupted)

Spokesman:  You’d have to ask the French Ambassador.  All I can say is I can confirm what you’ve said:  we’re not aware that any appointment has been set up to date; either for today or sometime later this week.  That’s not to say it won’t happen; the Secretary-General would be happy to speak to the Ambassador should he ask to see him.

Question:  You laid out a little bit earlier the steps we understand might change.  Is it fair to say the SG might wait for that meeting before forming a panel in the terms of reference?

Spokesman:  I don’t think he’s aware that this meeting is being talked about.  I am not sure that that’s being discussed.  But anyway, no, I don’t think there’s necessarily a link between that meeting and his final letter to the Council.  I think it’s a matter of how quickly can he assemble a panel and finalize the terms of reference and his goal is to do that by Friday.  Yes, Evelyn?

Question:  I am still a bit confused as to how he can have an independent commission with a wider investigation which will involve companies and a whole pile of countries without some kind of mandate from the Council since some of its own members are mentioned, I mean some of the companies that belong to it that reside in Council members…?

Spokesman:  I think the whole point of his consultation with Council members over the last two weeks was to convince them of the need for such an independent investigation in the hopes that he would get their support.  Without government support this investigation is not going to go very far.  So, he is hoping for some kind of signal from the Council that they support this effort.

Question:  But he won’t get any resolution that makes it mandatory?

Spokesman:  I don’t think he feels it has to be a resolution.  It can be a statement; it can be a letter.  Yes?

Question:  Who then, when you say who needed convincing and why wouldn’t he go for a direct resolution since it seems that would give him the greatest mandate and the most support?  Did he fear that there would be resistance, possibly a veto that would make him look bad and possibly weaken the authority of the investigation?

Spokesman:  That’s a valid question but I can’t get into the confidential consultations that he’s had over the last couple of weeks.  His position now is that a resolution is not necessary.  He will take a statement or a letter.  And how he arrived at that position; I don’t want to comment on.  Yes, Serge?

Question:  On the humanitarian issue regarding Haiti; the Cuban Ambassador (inaudible) ... organization a few minutes ago before you arrived; complaining that you have failed to recognize the assistance of his Government to the problem of Haiti.  Do you have any reason for that?  He said that there was a flyer and the flyer was not mentioned; and Cuba is providing the greatest assistance to Haiti.

Spokesman:  I know that in this room, in the course of a briefing, someone mentioned the assistance to Haiti of a large number of Cuban medical personnel.  I don’t know anything about a flyer.  I’d have to ask OCHA about this complaint.  I am not sure it’s been brought to OCHA’s attention, but I am happy to ask after the briefing.  Mark?

Question:  Fred, just a clarification.  You said that there were two requests from the head of the OIOS to the Governing Council.  Was the second request identical to the first?  In other words, the letter that you said was still awaiting a response to the previous request or was it different in substance?  And when was that sent?

Spokesman:  I don’t have those details.  I haven’t seen the letters.  My understanding is that the second letter merely echoed the initial request of the first letter.  They were about month apart.  The second letter was sent the week before last, I believe.  I can get the specific dates for you after this briefing.  [He later said the letters were sent on 6 February and 11 March.]

Question:  When you said that there was no response, did you not even get a letter acknowledging receipt of the request?  Or was it just you got that but didn’t...?

Spokesman:  My understanding is there was no response either from the CPA or the Governing Council to the first letter; that a response from the CPA came in after the second letter was sent.  But let me double-check that with OIOS.  Louis?

Question:  Housekeeping:  Do you know if Reginald Dumas is due in New York any time soon?

Spokesman:  I don’t believe so.  I just mentioned that he is on his way to Saint Kitts and Nevis or will be tomorrow to attend the CARICOM meeting.  So, I don’t know when the earliest he could come to New York would be.  Probably next week, but I’d have to check with him.  Yes?  [He later said Mr. Dumas was expected in New York next week.]

Question:  Just a clarification Fred, on the first question that was asked here about the response to Ayatollah Sistani’s letter.  What did you say about the UN response?

Spokesman:  There would be none.

Question:  Does it not require some response?

Spokesman:  Not in Mr. Brahimi’s view.  The letter was addressed to Mr. Brahimi.  He said he looks forward to engaging all the parties when he gets to Iraq, but he did not feel that he needed to respond to this particular letter.  Yes?

Question:  On oil-for-food; just curious about the fact that today a spokesman for Ahmed Chalabi said that the Governing Council will start its own investigation.  The United States is starting its own investigation.  The UN has an internal investigation.  And now the Secretary-General is announcing a larger independent panel.  Is he paying attention to these other investigations to try to sort of focus his a little more specifically?  And how much is the fact that there are now four investigations out of various sources into the same issue influencing the mandate that he is going to lay out for his own investigation?

Spokesman:  Well, there will not be two UN investigations.  So, once the panel is set up to look into the oil-for-food programme, OIOS as I understand it, will be asked to turn over to that panel whatever evidence they have gathered on UN personnel.  And the high-level panel will then look at UN personnel and the programme as a whole.  It’s a UN programme, the Secretary-General as I said has been working for several weeks to get this broader investigation going.  I think he would welcome any additional light that others could shed on the situation; either out of Baghdad or out of a national capital.  But I think he feels it’s his responsibility to launch a UN-based investigation of this UN programme.

Thank you very much.

* *** *
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