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Arctic clean-up boost

    BODY:

    A UN-backed international clean-up operation to rid the Russian Arctic of toxic mess from the Cold War received a    US$30 million ($49.2 million) boost yesterday.

    A number of countries, including Russia, the United States, Iceland, Denmark and Italy, as well as the European    Commission are providing cash to assist in the clean-up.

    After a preliminary study identified 147 pollution hotspots ranging from nuclear waste to oil pollution and mercury    poisoning of the soil, the UN Environment Programme singled 10 areas out for treatment.

    http://www.nzherald.co.nz/storydisplay.cfm?reportID=162576 Herald Feature: Conservation and Environment
    http://www.nzherald.co.nz/storydisplay.cfm?storyID=3301657&thesection=feature&thesubsection=&reportid=162576

    Related links

___________________________________________________________________________ 
ENS

Europe Moves to Implement Climate Change Protocol 

                      STRASBOURG, France, October 22, 2003 (ENS) - One of the last legislative  pillars needed for the European Union to implement the Kyoto climate change  protocol was put in place Tuesday as the European Parliament backed a first reading compromise with the Council of Ministers on monitoring of greenhouse gas emissions. 

                      The parliament adopted a draft law creating a revised greenhouse gas  monitoring system for the EU. Based on a European Commission proposal from February, the text was hammered out before the vote with the council, which is expected to rubber stamp the deal at its next meeting October 27. 

                      The monitoring directive updates a 1993 law to introduce wider and more detailed reporting of emissions. It includes all the protocol's emission tracking obligations and creates standardized inventories to account for the various  emission reduction credits expected to be generated under its flexible  mechanisms. The protocol's three flexible mechanisms allow industrialized countries governed by the protocol to gain emissions reductions credits for projects created in developing countries. 

                      British Energy's Eggborough coal fired power station in North Yorkshire emits the  greenhouse gas carbon  dioxide)

                      The major change from the Commission proposal is an option for member states to use 1990 in preference to 1995 as the reference date for monitoring  emissions of fluorinated  gases. This will benefit                      France and Finland in   particular, but it had  been opposed by the Commission for fear of creating political tension. 

                      On Tuesday, the Commission welcomed the decision to agree as a step  forward. "The agreement on this Decision shows the EU's determination to implement all the provisions of the Kyoto Protocol and to reduce greenhouse  gas emissions," Environment Commissioner Margot Wallstrom declared. 

                      "It means that the EU and its member states will improve their monitoring of both greenhouse gas emissions and progress towards their Kyoto targets, which will provide us with a comprehensive set of data of EU greenhouse gas emissions and of our climate change policies," she said. 

                      The draft law provides for more accurate guidelines on emission forecasts, and it requires EU member states to match their greenhouse gas emissions with emission rights granted under the Kyoto Protocol on an annual basis. 

                      It also provides for a review in 2006 of the extent to which the EU and its  member states are meeting all their commitments under the Kyoto Protocol, in  the light of which the Commission may make proposals to ensure these commitments are met. 

                      "When the EU ratified the Kyoto Protocol, we knew that solid action had to follow. This decision represents such solid action," said Wallstrom. 

                      The Kyoto Protocol has not yet come into force, but the European Union has ratified it and is proceeding as if the protocol was legally binding. The rules  for entry into force of the protocol require 55 Parties to the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change to ratify the protocol, including industrialized countries accounting for 55 percent of that group’s carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions in 1990. 

                      Countries representing 43.7 percent of CO2 emissions have ratified the protocol, and the eyes of the world are now on Russia whose 17 percent of CO2 emissions would bring it into effect. 

___________________________________________________________________________

The Guardian (Special Report)

Road to ruin 

America produces a quarter of the world's carbon dioxide emissions, the population has risen by 100 million since 1970 and when an area three times the size of Britain was recently opened up for mining, drilling, logging and road building, no one took much notice.

What does the Bush administration do? It ignores all attempts to curb environmental damage. In a major investigation that took him from the Salton Sea in California to Crooked Creek in Florida, Matthew Engel reports on how America is ravaging the planet

Matthew Engel

Friday October 24, 2003

The Guardian

On the map of the United States, just below halfway down the east coast, you can see a series of islets, in the shape of a hooked nose. These are the Outer Banks,  barrier islands - sun-kissed in summer, storm-tossed in winter - that stretch for 100 miles and more, protecting the main coastline of the state of North Carolina. They

are built, quite literally, on shifting sands. 

Twenty years ago, these were, by all accounts, magical places, hard to reach and discovered only by the adventurous and discerning. They are still fairly magical, at least the seemingly endless stretch of unspoiled beach is. It is the lure of that which causes the traffic jams on the only two bridges every Saturday throughout the

summer. The narrow strip of land behind the beach, however, has been built up with enormous holiday homes, costing up to $2m (£1.2m) each. And prices rose by 15-20% (25% for those on the ocean front) in 2002 alone, according to one agent. 

This is what local agents call "a very nice market", and last month their area had a week of free worldwide publicity. Hurricane Isabel swept in, washing out much of the islands' only road and picking up motels from their foundations and tossing them, according to one report, "like cigarette butts". One island was turned into several islets, with a whole town, Hatteras Village, being cut off from the rest of the US - for ever, if nature has its way. 

Residents, journalists reported, were in shock. Many scientists were not. Speaking well before Isabel, Dr Orrin Pilkey, professor emeritus of geology at Duke University in North Carolina, described the Outer Banks property boom to me as "a form of societal madness". "I wouldn't buy a house on the front row of the Outer Banks. Or the second," agreed Dr Stephen Leatherman, who is such a connoisseur of American coastlines that he is known as Dr Beach. 

For the market is not the only thing that has been rising round here. Like other experts, Pilkey expects the Atlantic to inundate the existing beaches "within two to four generations". Normally, that would be no problem for the sands, which would simply regroup and re-form further back. Unfortunately, that is no longer possible:

the $2m houses are in the way. According to Pilkey, the government will either have to build millions of dollars worth of seawall, which will destroy the beach anyway, or demolish the houses. "Coastal scientists from abroad come here and just shake their heads in disbelief," he says. 

The madness of the Outer Banks seems like a symptom of, and a metaphor for, something far broader: the US is in denial about what is, beyond any question, potentially its most dangerous enemy. While millions of words have been written every day for the past two years about the threat from vengeful Islamic terrorists,

the threat from a vengeful Nature has been almost wholly ignored. Yet the likelihood of multiple attacks in the future is far more certain. 

Earlier this year, just before he was fired as environment minister, Michael Meacher gave a speech in Newcastle, saying: "There is a lot wrong with our world. But it is not as bad as people think. It is actually worse." He listed five threats to the survival of the planet: lack of fresh water, destruction of forest and crop land, global

warming, overuse of natural resources and the continuing rise in the population. What Meacher could not say, or he would have been booted out more quickly, was that the US is a world leader in hastening each of these five crises, bringing its gargantuan appetite to the business of ravaging the planet. American politicians do

not talk this way. Even Al Gore, supposedly the most committed environmentalist in world politics, kept quiet about the subject when chasing the presidency in

2000. 

Those of us without a degree in climatology can have no sensible opinion on the truth about climate change, except to sense that the weather does seem to have become a little weird lately. Yet in America the subject has become politicised, with rightwing commentators decrying global warming as "bogus science". They

gloated when it snowed unusually hard in Washington last winter (failing to notice the absence of snow in Alaska). When the dissident "good news" scientist Bjorn Lomborg spoke to a conservative Washington thinktank he was applauded not merely rapturously, but fawningly. 

While newspapers report that Kilimanjaro's icecap is melting and Greenland's glaciers are crumbling, the US government has been telling its scientific advisers to do more research before it can consider any action to restrict greenhouse gases; the scientists reported back that they had done all the research. The attitude of the White House to global warming was summed up by the online journalist Mickey Kaus as: "It's not true! It's not true! And we can't do anything about it!" What terrifies all American politicians, deep down, is that it is true and that they could do something about it, but at horrendous cost to American industry and lifestyle. 

In the meantime, all American consumers have been asked to do is to buy Ben & Jerry's One Sweet Whirled ice cream, ensuring that a portion of Unilever's profits go towards "global warming initiatives". Wow! 

Potential Democratic candidates for the presidential nomination have been testing environmental issues a little in the past few weeks. Some activists are hopeful that the newly elected Governor Schwarzenegger of California is genuinely interested. But, in truth, despite the Soviet-style politicisation of science, serious national debate on the issue ceased years ago. 

Of course, nimbyism is alive and well. And, sure, there are localised battles between greens and their corporate enemies: towns in Alabama try to resist corporate poisoning; contests go on to preserve the habitats of everything from the grizzly bear to rare types of fly; Californians hug trees to stop new housing estates. Sometimes the greenies win, though they have been losing with increasing frequency, especially if Washington happens to be involved. These fights, even in agglomeration, are not the real issue. Day after day across America the green agenda is being lost - and then, usually, being buried under concrete. 

"We're waging a war on the environment, a very successful one," says Paul Ehrlich, professor of population studies at Stanford University. "This nation is devouring itself," according to Phil Clapp of the National Environmental Trust. These are voices that have almost ceased to be heard in the US. Yet with each passing day,

the gap between the US and the rest of the planet widens. To take the figure most often trotted out: Americans contribute a quarter of the world's carbon dioxide emissions. To meet the seemingly modest Kyoto objective of reducing emissions to 7% below their 1990 levels by 2012, they would actually (due to growth) have

to cut back by a third. For the Bush White House, this is not even on the horizon, never mind the agenda. 

Why has the leader of the free world opted out? The first reason lies deep in the national psyche. The old world developed on the basis of a coalition - uneasy but understood - between humanity and its surroundings. The settlement of the US was based on conquest, not just of the indigenous peoples, but also of the terrain. It

appears to be, thus far, one of the great success stories of modern history. 

"Remember, this country is built very heavily on the frontier ethic," says Clapp. "How America moved west was to exhaust the land and move on. The original settlers, such as the Jefferson family, moved westward because families like theirs planted tobacco in tidewater Virginia and exhausted the soil. My own ancestors did the same in Indiana." 

Americans made crops grow in places that are entirely arid. They built dams - about 250,000 of them. They built great cities, with skyscrapers and symphony orchestras, in places that appeared barely habitable. They shifted rivers, even reversed their flow. "It's the American belief that with enough hard work and perseverance anything - be it a force of nature, a country or a disease - can be vanquished," says Clapp. "It's a country founded on the idea of no limits. The essence of environmentalism is that there are indeed limits. It's one of the reasons environmentalism is a stronger ethic in Europe than in the US." 

There is a second reason: the staggering population growth of the US. It is approaching 300 million, having gone up from 200 million in 1970, which was around the time President Nixon set up a commission to consider the issue, the last time any US administration has dared think about it. A million new legal migrants are

coming in every year (never mind illegals), and the US Census Bureau projections for 2050, merely half a lifetime away, is 420 million. This is a rate of increase far beyond anything else in the developed world, and not far behind Brazil, India, or indeed Mexico. 

This issue is political dynamite, although not for quite the same reasons as in Britain. Almost every political group is split on the issue, including the far right (torn between overt xenophobes such as Pat Buchanan and the free marketeers), the labour movement and the environmentalists. The belief that the US is the best country in the world is a cornerstone of national self-belief, and  many Americans still, wholeheartedly, want others to share it. They also want cheap labour to cut the sugar cane, pluck the chickens, pick the oranges, mow the lawns and make the beds. 

But the dynamite is most potent among the Hispanic community, the group who will probably decide the destiny of future presidential elections and who do not wish to be told their relatives will not be allowed in or, if illegal, seriously harassed. "Neither party wants to say we should change immigration policy," says John Haaga of the independent Population Reference Bureau. "The phrase being used is 'Hispandering'". Yet extra Americans are not just a problem for the US: they are, in the eyes of many environmentalists, a problem for the world because migrants, in a short span of time, take on American consumption patterns. "Not only don't we have a population policy," says Ehrlich, "we don't have a consumption policy either. We are the most overpopulated country in the world. It's not the number of people. It's their consumption." Ehrlich may be wrong. It is, though. somewhat surprising that the federal government's four million employees do not appear to include anyone charged with even thinking about this issue. 

This brings us to the third factor: the Bush administration, the first government in modern history which has systematically disavowed the systems of checks and controls that have governed environmental policy since it burst into western political consciousness a generation ago. It would be ludicrous to suggest that Bush is

responsible for what is happening to the American environment. The crisis is far more deep-seated than that, and the federal government is too far removed from the minutiae of daily life. 

But the Bushies have perfected a technique of announcing regular edicts (often late on a Friday afternoon) rolling back environmental control, usually while pretending to do the opposite. Morale among civil servants at the Environmental Protection Agency in Washington was already close to rock-bottom even before its moderate leader, Christine Todd Whitman, finally threw in her hand in May. Gossip round town was that she had endured two years of private humiliation at the hands of the White House. Few environmentalists have great hopes for her announced successor, the governor of Utah, Mike Leavitt. 

What is really alarming is the intellectual atmosphere in Washington. You can attend seminars debunking scientific eco-orthodoxy almost every week. Early in the year, there was much favourable publicity for a new work Global Warming and Other Eco-myths, produced by the Competitive Enterprise Institute, an organisation

reputedly funded by multinational corporations. Outside Washington, it can be far nastier. "I've never threatened anyone in my life," a conservation activist in Montana complained to the Guardian. "I do know, though, that I have gotten very ugly threats left on my telephone answering machine over the past year, and twice had to scour my sidewalk in front of the building to erase the dead body chalk outlines." 

Out in the west, words such as enviro-whackos are popularised by rightwing radio hosts such as the ex-Watergate conspirator Gordon Liddy, who passes on to his millions of listeners the message that global warming is a lie. "I commute in a three-quarter-tonne capacity Chevrolet Silverado HD," he swanked in his latest book.

"Four-wheel drive, off-road equipped, extended curb pickup truck, powered by a 300hp, overhead valve, turbo supercharged diesel engine with 520lb-feet of torque... It has lights all over it so everyone can see me coming and get out of the way. If someone in a little government-mandated car hits me, it is all over - for him." Fuel economy in American vehicles hit a 22-year low in 2002. 

In this country, green-minded people can't even trust the good guys. The Nature Conservancy, the US's largest environmental group with a million members - with a role not unlike Britain's National Trust - was the subject of an exhaustive exposé in the Washington Post in May, accusing it of sanctioning deals to build "opulent

houses on fragile grasslands" and drilling for gas under the last breeding ground of the Attwater's Prairie Chicken, whose numbers have dwindled to just dozens. 

On April 22, 1970 more than 20 million people attended the first-ever Earth Day. In New York, Fifth Avenue was closed to traffic and 100,000 people attended an ecology fair in Central Park. The Republican governor of New York wore a Save the Earth button, and Senator John Tower, another Republican, told an audience

of Texan oilmen: "Recent efforts on the part of the private sector show promise for pollution abatement and control. Such efforts are in our own best interests..." 

So what happened next? The problem for the green movement was not what went wrong, but what went right. Ehrlich's book, The Population Bomb, said: "In the 1970s, the world will undergo famines - hundreds of millions of people are going to starve to death in spite of any crash programmes embarked on now." The famine never came. And after the oil crisis came and went, and Americans began to tire of the gloom-filled, eco-oriented presidency of Jimmy Carter, they turned instead to Ronald Reagan, who proposed simple solutions of tax cuts and deregulation and, lo, the world got more cheerful. With doomsday postponed indefinitely, the politics of the Reagan years have lingered. 

Some activists remain bitter about the Clinton White House, which was only patchily interested in green issues. "It left a bad taste in the mouth of the environmental community," says Tim Wirth, a former senator and one-time Clinton official. "They trimmed their sails over and over again. The old House speaker, Tip O'Neill, had a very important political aphorism: 'Yer dance with the person who brung yer.' They never did." This bitterness was one of the factors that led to the hefty third-party vote for Ralph Nader in 2000, which proved disastrous for Al Gore, the inhibited environmentalist. 

In the three years since then, Bush has danced like a dervish with the folks who brung him. Yet, even now, no one dare say out loud that they are against environmentalism: the political wisdom is that the subject can be a voting issue among the suburban moms, ferrying the kids around to baseball practice in their own Chevrolet Silverados. Instead, the big corporations and their political allies have - brilliantly - manipulated the forces that the eco-warriors themselves unleashed and turned them back on their creators. "In the 80s they took all the techniques of citizen advocacy groups and professionalised them," explains Phil Clapp. "That's when you saw the proliferation of lobbyists in Washington. The environmental community never retooled to meet the challenge. They had

developed the techniques, but were still doing them in a PTA bake-sale kind of way." 

Thus every new measure passed to favour business interests and ease up on pollution regulations is presented in an eco-friendly, sugar-coated, summer's morning kind of way, such as Clear Skies, the weakening of the Clean Air Act. The House of Representatives has just passed the Healthy Forests Restoration Act, presented

by the president as an anti-forest fire measure. Opponents say it is simply a gift to the timber industry that will make it extremely difficult to stop the felling of old-growth trees. Another technique is to announce, with great fanfare, initiatives that everyone can applaud, such as a recent one for hydrogen-based cars. We can

expect more of these as November 2004 draws closer. When they are scaled back, or delayed, or dropped, there is less publicity. It is a habit that runs in the family. Governor Jeb Bush's grand scheme to save the Florida Everglades was much applauded; the delay from 2006 to 2016 was little noticed. 

Even now the White House does not win all its battles. In the Senate, where a small group of greenish New England Republicans has a potential blocking veto, there are moves to compromise on the forests bill. The New England Republicans were largely responsible for Bush's inability to push through his plan to allow oil

drilling in the Alaskan wildlife reserve. Occasionally, there is good news: some of the small dams that have impeded the life-cycle of Pacific salmon and steelhead trout are being demolished; there are reports of a new alliance between the old enemies, ranchers and greenies, in New Mexico; renewable energy is under

discussion. But some of their policies are already having their effect. Carol Browner, Clinton's head of the EPA, claims the Bush administration has set back the campaign to cut industrial pollution in ways that will last for decades. 

"This administration has sent a signal to the polluting community, 'You can get away with bad habits'," says Browner. "State governments in the north-east were much tougher, so the north-eastern power stations upgraded their emissions standards in the 90s whereas the mid-west guys, who are their competitors, didn't. Now

they're not enforcing the law." 

"So what they're saying to the companies is: 'Don't go early, don't comply with the law first. The rules might change.' Even a company that wants to do the right thing has to look at its bottom line. If they get into a situation like this, they think: 'We spent $1bn to meet the requirements and our competitors didn't. Yeah, great.

We're not going to do that again.'" 

Under Bush, the lack of interest at every level has at last come into balance. The US is equally unconcerned globally, federally, statewide and locally. The environmentalists' macro-gloom has been off-beam before, of course. Perhaps global warming is a myth; perhaps the CEI is right and there will be a blue

revolution in water use to complement the green revolution. There is probably just as much as chance that the next big surprise will be a thrilling one - the arrival of nuclear cold fusion to solve the energy dilemma, say - as a  disaster. Maybe biotechnology, pesticides, natural gas and American ingenuity and optimism will indeed see everything right. It does seem like a curiously reckless gamble for the US to be taking, though, staking the future of the planet on the spin of nature's

roulette wheel. 

But it is only a bigger version of the bet being taken by the home-buyers of North Carolina. In a country supposedly distrustful of government, the Outer Bankers have remarkable faith in their leaders' ability to see them seem right. Post-Isabel, a group of residents there wrote a letter demanding government action so they

can protect their livelihoods and families "without the fear of every hurricane or nor'easter cutting us off from the rest of the world". Quite. Who would imagine that in the 21st century the most powerful empire the world has ever known could still be threatened by enemies as pathetically old-fashioned as wind and tide? 

Orrin Pilkey thinks it quite possible that sea levels might rise to the point where the Outer Banks will be a minor detail. "We're not going to be worried about North Carolina. We're going to be worrying about Manhattan." Still, macro-catastrophe may never happen. The micro-catastrophe, however, already has: the US is an

aesthetic disaster area. 

If you fly from Washington to Boston, there are now almost no open spaces below. This is increasingly true in a big U covering both coasts and the sunbelt. In the south-west, the main growth area, bungalows spread for miles over what a decade ago was virgin desert. The population of Arizona increased 40% in the 1990s, that of next-door Nevada 66%. That's, as Natalie Merchant sang, "...the sprawl that keeps crawling its way, 'bout a thousand miles a day", which is not much of an

exaggeration. 

Every day 5,000 new houses go up in America. Many of these fit the American appetite for size, however small the plot: "McMansions", as they are known. The very word suburb is now old-hat. The reality of life for many people now is the "exurb", which can be dozens of miles from the city on which it depends. In places

such as California, exurban life is the only affordable option for most young couples and recent migrants. 

These communities are rarely gated but often walled, creating a vague illusion of security and ensuring that the residents have to drive to a shop, even if there happens to be one 50 yards away. Naturally, they have to drive everywhere else. In August it was announced that the number of cars in the US (1.9 per household)

now actually exceeded the number of drivers (1.75). 

In many places - especially those growing the fastest - developers have to deal only with the little councils in the towns they are taking over. There are often minimal requirements to provide any kind of infrastructure, such as sewage or schools, to service these new communities. The rules for building houses in the computer game Sim City are stricter than those that apply in most areas of the Sun Belt. Too late, some parts of the country have concluded that this is untenable. The buzz-phrase is "smart growth", which means no more than the kind of forethought before building that has been routine in Europe for half a century. Even the Environmental Protection Agency is not above being helpful: its policies for making use of brownfield sites have seen people moving, improbably, back into the centre of cities such as Pittsburgh. 

But where it matters, no one is talking strategy. "In the really fast-growing states, the pace of development is such that they can build huge numbers of houses without anyone considering what it means for the infrastructure," says Marya Morris of the American Planning Association. In California, more than perhaps any other state, there is a debate. But while people talk, developers act: a city catering for up to 70,000 people will soon arise at the foot of the Tehachapi Mountains. According to the Los Angeles Times, it would effectively close the gap between Los Angeles and Bakersfield, theoretically 111 miles away. "Southern California is coming over the hill," said one resident. 

Americans still have a presumption of infinite space. But I have made a curious and mildly embarrassing discovery. In states such as Maryland and Ohio, the pattern of settlement in supposedly rural areas is such that it can actually be quite difficult to find a discreet spot away from housing to stop the car and have a pee.

Amid the wide-open spaces of Texas, it can be worse: the gap between Dallas and Waco is a 100-mile strip mall. The concepts of townscape and landscape seem non-existent: there is land that has been developed and land that hasn't - yet. 

And yet. Time and again, around the US, one is struck by the stunning beauty of the landscape, not in the obvious places, but in corners that few Americans will have heard of: amazing rivers such as the Pearl in Louisiana, or the Choptank in Maryland or the Lost River in West Virginia; the Chocolate Mountains and the San Diego back country in California; the bits that are left of the Outer Banks... 

And equally one is struck by the sheer horrendousness of what man has done in the century or so since he seriously got to work over here. In the context of ages, the white man is merely a hotel guest in this continent: he has smashed the furniture and smeared excrement on the walls. He appears to be looking forward to his next

night's stay with relish. 

Of course, there are still huge tracts of untouched and largely unpopulated land: in the Great Plains, where people are leaving, in the mountains, deserts and Arctic tundra. But last spring, in another of Washington's Friday night announcements, the Department of the Interior announced - no, whispered - that it was removing more than 200m acres that it owned from "further wilderness study", enabling those areas to be opened for mining, drilling, logging or road-building. That's an area three times the size of Britain. The New York Times did write a trenchant editorial; otherwise the response was minimal. 

Not long ago I went for a walk in the Vallecito Mountains in California. After a while, I got myself into a position where the contours of the land blotted out everything and, after the noise of a plane had died away, there was no sight or sound at all that was not produced by nature. This lasted about a minute. Then, from somewhere, a motorcycle roared into earshot. 

Sure, there are still places in this vast country where it is possible to escape, but they get harder and harder to find except for the fit, the adventurous and those unencumbered by children or jobs. Most Americans don't live that way. And nowhere now is entirely safe from being ravaged, sometimes in ways that prejudice the future of the whole planet. Al-Qaida and the Iraqi bombers have no need to bother. America is destroying itself. __________________________________________________________________________________________

ENS

Tasmania's Pristine Rainforest to Be Logged 

                      CANBERRA, Australia, October 23, 2003 (ENS) - Australians are taking sides  in a battle over industrial logging in forests located on the island state of Tasmania, including the country's largest temperate rainforest. More than 30 conservation organizations from across Australia have agreed to a special  focus on what they call "the crisis confronting Tasmanian forests," while the federal and state governments are moving ahead with plans to allow logging. 

                      At the 22nd National Forest Summit in Canberra October 11 and 12, the conservationists condemned Tasmania's decision to lift a 20 year logging  moratorium on the greatest stretch of pristine temperate rainforest in Australia. It is "the final straw in a string of appalling past decisions" including the logging of the world's largest hardwood trees such as those in  the Styx Valley of the Giants, they said. 

                      "The Tasmanian and federal governments have let the logging industry in Tasmania run out of control," said Lindsay Hesketh of the Australian Conservation Foundation. "They must increase the protection and management of old growth and high conservation value forests." 

                      "The state government's decision to open up to industrial logging the old growth forests and rainforests at the very heart of the Tarkine wilderness area is a short sighted sell out of a precious community asset," Hesketh said. 

                      The Tarkine Wilderness is situated in the northwestern corner of Tasmania and is largely undisturbed wilderness covering more than 350,000 hectares,  including Australia's largest area of undisturbed rainforest. 

                      In June, Paul Lennon, Tasmanian Deputy Premier and Minister for Economic  Development, Energy and Resources, announced that the government would permit logging of deep red myrtle in the Savage River pipeline corridor deep in  the heart of the Tarkine. This pipeline is used by Australian Bulk Minerals to

                      transfer their product from mine to port for shipment. 

                      Savage River Pipeline through the Tarkine Wilderness, Tasmania (Photo by Geoff Law courtesy The Wilderness Society)

                      "This will result in massive destruction of the integrity of the Tarkine wilderness," said the Wilderness Society. 

                      In the cool, moist air of the Tarkine's temperate  rainforest, the Wilderness Society says, there are                forest giants such as the myrtle beech Nothofagus cunninghamii, the ancient Huon pine, and the honey producing leatherwood tree Eucryphia Lucida - and on the forest floor the  rare butterfly orchid Sarcochilus australis and                      lush tree ferns Dicksonia antarctica are found. 

                      With its wild rivers, magnesite karst systems, and wilderness inhabited by rare and endangered species, the Tarkine has been listed on the Register of the National Estate. Although a national park proposal was gazetted in 1997, it  has never been formalized. 

                      In a speech in the Australian Senate on Tuesday, Green Party Senator Bob Brown, who represents Tasmania, said the logging of his state is a disgrace. "Tasmania’s old growth forests, amongst the richest carbon banks on the planet, are daily trucked through the streets of Hobart and Launceston on their way to the woodchip mills - 150,000 log truck loads this year. " 

                      Under the authority of Premier John Howard, said Brown, "trees so big that only one will fit on the back of a B-double truck are being cut in record numbers, their ecosystems destroyed by hot regeneration fires and the local wildlife poisoned with 1080." 

                      The company doing the logging, Gunns Pty Ltd, "is soaring on the SydneyStock Exchange at the illegal expense of the habitat of rare and endangered species like the tiger quoll, wedgetailed eagle and white goshawk," Brown

                      said. "It would be far better if solar panels rather than woodchip stocks were lighting up the stock markets." 

                      But a shareholders' resolution proposed at a Gunns extraordinary general  meeting held August 29 that would have prohibited the company from logging in areas of high conservation value such as the Tarkine, was overwhelming defeated. Coordinated by the Wilderness Society, the resolution was supported by less than one percent of the shareholders. 

                      Gunns Executive Chairman John Gay said in a statement after the vote that the Board of Gunns believes "this action was a publicity stunt by the Wilderness Society staged for political purposes in an attempt to attack a well performing and legitimate Tasmanian business." 

                                      Tasmanian Premier Jim Bacon (Photo courtesy Office of the Premier)

                                      In his State of the State address on September 23, Tasmanian Premier Jim Bacon said the government has asked the state government agency Forestry Tasmania to consider how to phase out clearfelling of old growth forests by 2010 on public land, while maintaining sawlog and veneer supplies. 

                                      Tasmanian Resources Minister Lennon said in a statement October 2, “Managing this phaseout demands a compromise. Maintaining a contractual supply of high quality sawlog and veneer timber will involve additional reliance on - and investment in - hardwood plantations." 

                      “The challenge for the greens is to accept this compromise," Lennon said. 

                      But these policies fall far short of what the conservationists want to see. "The Premier ignored the first Tasmania Together goal to end clearfelling of high conservation value old growth forests such as the Styx and Tarkine and today indicated the government may cease clearfelling of unprotected old growth forest by around the time there’s none left," said Mike Noble, The Wilderness Society’s Tasmanian forest campaigner. "This is a pathetic copout that snubs community attitudes in favor of big business," he said. 

                      At the summit, it was also acknowledged that land management practices in biodiversity rich dry forest regions, particularly on private land, must improve.

                      The federal government is emphasizing the voluntary approach to forest conservation, financially supporting private owners of Tasmanian forested lands who sign conservation covenants, voluntary agreements between a landowner and the Tasmanian government or a conservation organization. 

                      "Conservation covenants provide permanent protection for forests, native plants and animals on private property, said Australian Minister for Fisheries, Forestry and Conservation Senator Ian Macdonald, making the announcement of A$500,000 earmarked for Tasmanian landowners on Wednesday. 

                      More than 25,000 hectares (96.5 square miles) of Tasmania's forests will now be protected under conservation covenants. 

                      But conservationists view this area as small compared to the vast stretches of pristine forests now vulnerable to logging. "These decisions will directly affect the future survival of many species vulnerable to extinction due to  habitat loss," said Gavin McFadzean of the Wilderness Society. 

                      "The tragic fate of the Tasmanian tiger may well now be repeated with other species such as the Tasmanian devil, bettong, quoll, and the unique Tasmanian wedge-tailed eagle," he said. 

                      Tasmanian Resources Minister Lennon said that Tasmania should not follow  the lead of the state of Western Australia which lost a great many jobs recently when it declared old growth forests off limits to logging. “Despite the claims of the Green opposition, said Lennon, "97 percent of today’s old growth forests will still be standing tall in 2010 and – unlike Western Australia’s disastrous experience – not a single job should be lost." 

__________________________________________________________________________________________
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General Environmental news

France Promises $11mil for Regulating Niger River Flow

UN Integrated Regional Information Networks –Niamey: President Jacques Chirac of France has announced 10 million euros (about US $11 million) of French aid for a project to improve the management of water resources in the Niger river basin at the start of a four-day visit to West Africa. Chirac said in a speech on Wednesday night, shortly after his arrival in Niamey, the capital of Niger, that France was also willing to host a donors meeting to raise more money for managing water resources in the Niger basin. Chirac said France planned to be "a driving force" in international efforts to develop the Niger River, on which the lives of several million Africans depend. The Niger rises in the Fouta Djallon hills of northern Guinea and flows north through Mali to the southern edge of the Sahara desert, before swinging south through Niger and Nigeria to empty into the Gulf of Guinea. Water levels in the river are exceptionally high at present following heavy rains throughout the Sahel. However, chronic drought in the region over the past 30 years has reduced the average volume of water in the river by a third. This has led to a lowering of the water table in nearby croplands and disrupted the free flow of the 4,200 km long river, creating vast pools covered by water hyacinths. These reduce the oxygen content of the water, limiting the fauna and flora that can live there. During the severe droughts of 1985 and 1990, the Niger virtually stopped flowing in Niamey. Niger's Minister of the Environment and Water Resources, Adamou Namata, said his government had already begun to build dykes to regulate the speed of water flow in the riverbed and encourage a rise in the water table on each bank.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200310230260.html
Uganda steps up tree planting campaign 

Kampala, Uganda (PANA) - It is now compulsory for adults in Uganda to plant trees during the annual national tree planting day, according to State Minister for Lands, Baguma Isoke. Briefing journalists on the harmful effects of global warming and climate change, Isoke noted that "hot seasons and (bad weather) were making it difficult for farmers to plant crops," adding "it is a dangerous trend." He said under the country's Forestry and Tree Planting Act enacted in August, compulsory tree planting would be enforced, warning that offenders would be prosecuted. "Planting trees is one of the ways of guarding against severe effects (of global warming) in years to come, and it must be (enforced)," the Minister added.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng017553&dte=23/10/2003
Country's Climate Changing - Experts

The Monitor (Kampala): Temperatures in the country will continue shooting up, a climate expert has said. Mr. Stephen Magezi said temperatures in Kabale, Rwanda and eastern DR Congo have increased by 0.3 degrees centigrade in the last 10 years due to global warming. "Whatever is done, the temperatures will continue to rise before they can start to reduce," Magezi, the commissioner in charge of the department of meteorology in the Ministry of Lands, Water and Environment said on Tuesday. Climatic change is real and will have a negative impact on all countries, Magezi said during a news conference at the ministry's boardroom. The news conference was called at the prompting of President Yoweri Museveni. Mr. Museveni asked the ministry officials to explain to the nation what global warming means. The Minister of State for Lands, Mr. Baguma Isoke, said: "The best bet is for the country to prepare to adapt to the inevitable impact of climate change," he said. Magezi said that Uganda might engage in mitigation measures to address the situation by providing a win-win scenario for the country. He said that climate information should be included in the development plan of every project so that people can budget while bearing in mind that climate affects development.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200310230929.html
Water Project for Half a Million People

Angola Press Agency (Luanda): More than half a million people will benefit from a new water supplying system project for Benguela province (centre) under a cooperataion protocol signed yesterday in that province between Angola and Brazil, vice president of Odebrecht-Angola, Carlos Buclon. He said that the contract discussed within the framework of existing bilateral cooperation, is supported by the Brazil/Angola credit agreement and includes the captation, conveying and supplying of water to the cities of Benguela and Lobito, Catumbela and Baía-Farta. A source told Angop that the project, estimated at USD 150 million will begin early in 2004 to be completed by the end of 2005.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200310230979.html
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MINING COMPANY´S CAMPAIGN AGAINST PERUVIAN COMMUNITY RADIO STATION DENOUNCED   
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 Brazil.  Marañón Radio, Catholic church’s station, has become the center of attention of Cajamarca in Peru.. The reason is the tension between this institution with two popular organizations, apparently linked to IMP Peru SAC Mining Company that carries out exploratory activities near the Tabaconas National Sanctuary.  

 

The Front of Defense of the Work and Development of Tamborapa, FDTDTP, and the Committee of Self-defense of the same town, warned that if the radio station continues sending information that threatens the interests of the mining company and the beneficiary population, they will be forced to denounce the station’s labor before the legal authorities.  

 

According to Marañón Radio’s journalists declarations,  the two organizations of Tamborapa have made several accusations against teachers and "ronderos" that have expressed their disagreement with the interests of the mining company. It might be, the journalists say, a strategy of the company that is being executed by the two organizations to avoid that the people that question the intentions of the mining company can put in risk the investment plan of IMP Peru SAC.  

 

One of the arguments of the ones against the mining company is that the activities that would be developed would have a strong negative impact in the area of  Tabaconas Sanctuary, for the mining operations have as stage the head of the Basin of the Tabaconas river. For this reason and before the public audience that the mining company should carry out in November- according to the Peruvian legislation- to explain the Study of Environmental Impact that its operations would cause, several sectors of the population, among them Marañón Radio, have opened spaces of  dialogue and discussion on the topic and not everyone supports the interests of the mining company.   

 

Through an opinion space of the radio station the journalists affirmed their position that establish that  behind the accusations to their institution are the interests of the mining company: "The attacks against  life and physical integrity carried out by the armed group supported by the mining company IMP Peru SAC in Tabaconas valley are not new. The strategy of threats through trials and other tricks is neither”.

 

 www.tierramerica.net
'Art is part of nature'




By Katiana Murillo*
Costa Rican music group Editus on war, peace, spirituality and the environment.
SAN JOSE - Editus, the only Costa Rican music group to win two Grammy awards, has explored jazz, new age, classical music and even the autochthonous sounds of the Americas. 

Violinist Ricardo Ramírez, percussionist Carlos Vargas (Tapado) and guitarist Edín Solís are Editus. They won a Grammy music award in 2000 for "Tiempos" and this year took another Grammy in the best album category for "Mundo", produced jointly with famed Panamanian musician and actor Rubén Blades. 

Ramírez, a co-founder of the group in 1990, spoke with Tierramérica. 

Q: What is the principal challenge of our "Tiempos" (Times)? 
A: To fight for a better world for our children, for a positive attitude and, above all, for respect for human rights. 

Q: Editus was radically opposed to the war in Iraq. What would a world without war be like? 
A: No war is justified. The world would be a thousand times better without war. We live in a world where wars have become necessary for certain groups and are the driving forces of the economy in some countries. It is terrible that a war occurs for political interests. Unfortunately it seems to be part of human nature. 

Q: What stands in the way of human beings living in harmony with each other and their natural environment? 
A: Humans lack understanding of their spirituality. If we all understood it, things would be different. We could live in greater harmony with others, with nature and everything else. 

Q: Can art help us to understand nature? 
A: Art is part of nature. 

Q: How can music help us protect the environment? 
A: Art is, in general, something that feeds the spirit and lifts us to a greater state of harmony with nature. It is inevitable that a person who enjoys art has that level of harmony. 

RIGHTS:
Ecuador Lawsuit Could Lead to Clamp-down on Multinationals 

Jim Lobe 


WASHINGTON, Oct 23 (IPS) - A court case that began in a small town in Ecuador this week could establish a procedure where multinational corporations that exploit weaknesses in the justice systems of poor countries to escape liability for actions abroad are held accountable by courts at home. 

The landmark class-action lawsuit by Ecuadorian peasants and Indians, who claim that ChevronTexaco poisoned their health and environment for more than two decades, bounced around U.S. federal courts for much of the past decade before finally beginning this week in the small town of Lago Agrio in Ecuador's Oriente province. 

In an unprecedented procedure, a U.S. federal appeals court will be playing close attention to the case. 

The U.S. Second Circuit Court of Appeals in New York ruled last May that it will enforce any judgment rendered by the Ecuadorian court against the company or send the case to a trial court in the United States if it believes that the plaintiffs do not get a fair hearing in Ecuador courts. 

At stake is not only a one-billion dollar complaint by the 30,000 plaintiffs, who claim that the oil company systematically destroyed the local environment and damaged the health of area residents and stock animals through massive dumping of toxic fluids and crude oil over a 21-year period that ended in 1992, says one lawyer. 

”This case has the potential to establish a new accountability for U.S. oil companies that think 

they can operate abroad without adhering to responsible environmental practices,” according to Cristobal Bonifaz, the lead attorney for 88 named plaintiffs. 

ChevronTexaco has repeatedly called on the courts to dismiss the case on the grounds that its subsidiary, Texaco Petroleum Company (TexPet), paid 40 million dollars in 1998 to clean waste pits and other polluted sites that it left behind after it ceased operations in 1992. 

It has also contended that TexPet was a minority partner in a consortium led by PetroEcuador, the state oil company, and that its clean-up was certified by the government as satisfying its obligations in 1998. 

ChevronTexaco also argued that it did not violate any laws that were in force during the period of operations and that a new law -- under which the case has been filed -- requiring mining companies to clean up their pollution cannot be applied retroactively. 

But in the view of plaintiffs' attorneys, TexPet's performance in the region was particularly egregious. 

Over the 21 years, it dumped almost 500 million barrels of wastewater containing crude oil and cancer-causing heavy metals. It also left behind nearly 350 open waste pits -- some just a few feet from the homes of residents -- that sickened and eventually killed hundreds of people and animals over the past three decades. 

The waste pits now blanket much of the northern Amazon region, and their contents have leeched into groundwater and rivers that residents rely on for drinking water and bathing, according to the complaint. 

It also cites a study of one small community in the affected area by the London School of Epidemiology, which found that cancer rates were many times higher than historical norms and that the incidence of larynx cancer in particular was 30 times higher than the norm for males. 

Three indigenous tribes -- the Cofan, Secoya and Siona -- have been especially hard hit. Many members have contracted cancer and died, and most of the rivers in their ancestral lands are so polluted that many of the survivors have moved elsewhere. 

The Cofan, who in 1971 -- when the consortium first began operating on their lands -- numbered 15,000, have seen their population in the area plunge to less than 300 today. 

”We believe that what ChevronTexaco did in the Ecuador rainforest was not only negligent, but might rise to the level of reckless behaviour,” Joseph Kohn, another of the plaintiffs' attorneys, told IPS. 

”The company claims it was fine because it did not violate any of Ecuador's laws at the time, but at the time, Ecuador had no environmental laws governing oil extraction because it had no oil industry,” he said. 

The complaint alleges that the company failed to adhere to accepted clean-up standards followed by the industry at the time, even if those standards were not incorporated into law. 

The major issue that made the case controversial in the United States, where it was originally brought, was whether U.S. courts could assert jurisdiction given the fact that the alleged tortuous behaviour took place in Ecuador and that the plaintiffs were all Ecuadorian. 

The Second Circuit's ruling to essentially retain jurisdiction while the case is tried in Ecuador
appeared designed to ensure that the plaintiffs would get their full day in court. 

Multinational corporations frequently prefer to have cases of this kind brought against them in local countries, where they can use procedural delays and, in some cases, even bribery to avoid unfavourable judgments. 

In those cases where judgments have eventually been rendered against them, companies have at times claimed they did not receive due process and refused to pay, counting on their economic weight in the country where they were sued to ensure that its government does not move to enforce the decision. 

The frequency with which such manoeuvres have taken place apparently played a key role in persuading the Second Circuit to retain jurisdiction over the case and to pledge to enforce any judgment against the company. 

”The United States court has levelled the playing field by ruling that a small court in a remote town of Ecuador has the same power over a 99- billion-dollar multinational corporation as a federal court in Manhattan,” said Bonifaz after the appeals court decision was handed down last May. ”This alone is a breakthrough.” 

The case is being pursued at a time when U.S.-based energy and mining companies operating in Latin America are coming under growing attack for the environmental and social damage their operations have caused. 

Projects such as the Crude Oil Pipeline (OCP) in Ecuador, and the Camisea gas project in neighbouring Peru, financing for which was denied by the U.S. Export-Import Bank last summer, have proven so controversial that underwriters have had difficulties raising funds to complete them. 

In addition, Latin American courts are increasingly permitting ”class actions” by workers against multinational corporations for environmental and health damages caused by their operations. (END/2003)
www.ips.org
PARAGUAY:
Agrochemicals Go Up in Smoke in New Corruption Case 

Alejandro Sciscioli 


ASUNCION, Oct 23 (IPS) - The investigation of what could have become an environmental tragedy of enormous dimensions in the Paraguayan capital will be referred to anti-corruption authorities. 

A fire that destroyed a warehouse supposedly full of pesticides in July, triggering alarm due to fears of severe damages to human health in a densely populated part of the city, will be forwarded to authorities in charge of combating economic crimes. 

The probe, initially launched by environmental authorities in the office of the public prosecutor, ran into compelling evidence that the blaze may have been purposely set to conceal irregularities in the handling of the pesticides, which had been donated by the Japanese government to be used by small farmers. 

''The environmental investigation will continue, but what we are seeing is a clear breach of trust,'' the environmental prosecutor in the office of the public prosecutor, Isacio Cuevas, told IPS. 

Although fire fighters worked hard for three hours, they were unable to prevent the near total destruction of the Ministry of Agriculture and Livestock warehouse where the pesticides were presumably being stored, which was located in a residential area of Asuncion. 

Cuevas, a lawyer and agronomist, said elements had emerged that pointed to irresponsible supervision of the storage of toxic agrochemicals, large quantities of which may have been misappropriated and removed before the warehouse burnt down on Jul. 7. 

He reported that seven people -- night watchmen and departmental heads in charge of the warehouse -- have been prosecuted in connection with the case. 

''According to a Ministry of Agriculture and Livestock resolution, the employees in charge were under the obligation to keep detailed written records regarding the transport of chemicals. But we found that several of them are virtually illiterate, and one has diminished mental faculties,'' said Cuevas. 

Representatives of the Ministry of Agriculture and Livestock had reported that the warehouse held 24,610 litres and 6,803 kgs of toxic agrochemicals, including the fungicides Propiconazole, Topsin and Folicur, the herbicide Metribuzin, and the insecticide Trebon, donated by the government of Japan. 

But the case file shows that the fire fighters combating the blaze admitted off-the-record that they found no signs of those products among the charred remains of the warehouse. 

Several of the fire fighters, who agreed to talk to IPS on condition of anonymity, confirmed the statements contained in the case file, and added that they had also failed to find the fungicide Tebuconazole. 

A diplomatic source, who also preferred not to be identified, said that through the Japanese aid programme, known as 2KR, more than 57 million dollars worth of pesticides and other material were donated to Paraguay between 1978 and 1999. 

When the Ministry of Agriculture and Livestock presented the official list of the agrochemicals that it said were stored in the warehouse, the local environmental groups Alter Vida and Institute of Environmental Law and Economy warned of a possible ''ecological catastrophe,'' and demanded swift action from the government. 

The international Action Network for Pesticides and their Alternatives in Latin America, and the Foundation for the Defence of the Environment, an Argentine group, also warned that an environmental disaster could occur. 

In addition, the Health Ministry took measures to prepare for a possible catastrophe, the chair of the special parliamentary commission set up to investigate the incident, Deputy Olga Ferreira de López, told IPS. 

''When the Ministry of Agriculture initially confirmed the list of agrotoxics that it said were being stored in the warehouse, a disaster of major proportions was expected,'' said Ferreira de López, with the centre-right Beloved Fatherland Movement. 

But studies carried out from Jul. 11-18 in soil and groundwater in Asuncion by Brazilian consultants commissioned by the Pan-American Health Organisation (PAHO) found low levels of pollution, and no deaths of domestic animals or birds, which would have been the first clear alarm signal. 

Further, none of the more than 1,100 local residents living near the warehouse who were treated for effects of the fire in public hospitals between Jul. 7 and late September showed severe symptoms of pesticide intoxication, according to the reports that the Ministry of Health provided the legislature. 

The director of the National Centre of Toxicology, Evelio Cardozo, said in an interview with IPS that if the chemicals listed by the Ministry of Agriculture had indeed been in the warehouse, the impact ''would have been much greater, and many directly affected people living nearby would have died.'' 

Nevertheless, Ferreira said that ''Beyond the fact that it is clear that not all of what was said to be in the warehouse was burnt, there has been an impact on the environment, and the government has the responsibility to provide medical care to those affected.'' 

She argued that despite the evidence that the pesticides may have been stolen, the effects on the environment and the health of local residents must be monitored, as there was an impact, albeit milder than expected. 

The lawmaker said that in the three affected neighbourhoods, 120 pregnant women and more than 2,000 families were identified who ''have been abandoned to their fate, and have no medical coverage.'' 

''The local residents do not believe that nothing is going to happen to them, as they have been told. They think that they should move out of their homes, many of which are rickety shacks, and if they do not receive assistance from the state, they are threatening to occupy public property that is not being used,'' said Ferreira. (END/2003
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Iraq

*
Annan opens Madrid donors’ conference with call for funds

*
Security top issue, UN relief coordinator tells donors in Madrid

*
Iraqi professionals a valuable asset for reconstruction, UN relief official says

*
Monitoring board for development fund set up, UN says

Other news

*
IAEA starts to examine Iranian nuclear documents

*
Five new non-permanent members elected to Security Council

*
Security Council sanctions committee on Somalia to visit region next month

*
UN to launch disarmament programme Friday in Afghanistan

*
Accused war criminal ‘Rambo’ transferred into custody of UN tribunal

*
Universal press freedoms must be enjoyed by the Internet, UN official says

*
WHO applauds move to slash price of AIDS medicines

*
UN committee head calls for continued work on decolonizing last 16 territories

*
Central African countries will review regional security next week – UN

*
UN-backed meeting examines role of males in preventing spread of HIV/AIDS

*
Secretary-General to open exhibit on US diplomat Ralph Bunche

* * * *

Iraq

23 October – United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today urged some 70 nations at a donors’ conference to “give and give generously” to rebuild Iraq.

In the opening address at the Madrid International Conference on Reconstruction in Iraq, Mr. Annan said, “I know we all look forward to the earliest possible establishment of a sovereign Iraqi Government. But a start on reconstruction cannot be deferred until that day; it demands our urgent attention now. I appeal to donors to give and give generously.”

Mr. Annan added that governments should not take monies previously earmarked for other needs, and shift them to Iraq.

The contributions he was seeking in Madrid, he said, should “be provided in addition to existing commitments.”

“There is a world of suffering out there – deep-rooted crises from conflict to the spread of HIV/AIDS,” he said. “But if the will exists, the resources also exist to respond to all of them.”

“Our challenge now is two-fold,” he said, “to respond to Iraq’s immediate humanitarian needs, and to get the country’s reconstruction off to a determined start.”

Mr. Annan said the United Nations would work with the Iraqi Governing Council the United States-led Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA) and regional authorities, “to see what contributions we can make during the period ahead.”

He said he would do his “utmost” to carry out the mandate given him by last week’s unanimous Security Council resolution, “bearing in mind the inevitable constraints on building up the capacity required and my obligation to care for the safety and security of UN staff.”

A bomb blast in Baghdad 19 August killed 22 persons – including the UN’s top envoy, Sergio Vieira de Mello – and wounded 150 more.

“The United Nations is determined to continue helping the Iraqi people as best we can, from both inside and outside the country, in providing humanitarian assistance and beginning reconstruction. As circumstances permit, I plan to proceed with the other tasks indicated in the resolution,” he said.

“This effort, ladies and gentlemen, will require our attention and engagement for many years. The people of Iraq have a hard road ahead of them, filled with both risk and opportunity. Let us not leave them to travel that road alone,” he said.

* * *

Iraq: reconstruction

23 October – A top United Nations humanitarian official today told the Iraq donors’ conference in Madrid that security is “the single most important factor” shaping the world body’s work in that country.

“Insecurity...is severely hampering our ability to operate and monitor our assistance,” Jan Egeland, UN Emergency Relief Coordinator and Under-Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs, said at the International Conference on Reconstruction in Iraq.

He said the UN had beefed up security measures since a bombing of the UN headquarters in Baghdad took 22 lives, but “The security environment will remain the single most important factor that will determine our ability to initiate, monitor and carry out new assistance programmes.”

The United Nations has withdrawn much of its non-Iraqi staff since the August bombing.

“It is our hope that the security situation will allow a gradual and careful return of additional staff, not only to Baghdad but also to the governorates in the north and south,” Mr. Egeland said.

He said the two top priorities for UN work in Iraq were to “ensure that the basic needs of the most vulnerable parts of the population are met and that essential services like health, water and sanitation continue to improve” and “to help build the capacity of the Iraqi institutions to service the needs of their people.”

The Under-Secretary-General said, “For us humanitarians, helping to build the capacity of national and local institutions is the best reconstruction assistance and guarantee that we will one day make ourselves obsolete.”

* * *

Iraq

23 October – A key to the reconstruction of Iraq is to utilize one of its overlooked assets – its professionals, the top United Nations humanitarian official for that country said today.

Addressing a donors’ conference in Madrid, Ramiro Lopes da Silva, the Acting Special Representative of Secretary-General Kofi Annan and Humanitarian Coordinator for Iraq, said that during preparations for the post-war period the UN had incorrectly assumed that the professional classes would be displaced, and they have not.

“So, in my opinion, one of the key elements as we transition from ‘emergency rehabilitation’ to ‘reconstruction’ is: allowing national capacity to fulfil its potential and to lead the process,” he said.

“This can be achieved by allowing the Iraqi professionals in ministries and state institutions to make policy and technical choices, decide priorities, develop strategies and take the relevant decisions,” he said.

Mr. Lopes da Silva said that when the humanitarian teams arrived in May they “realized that the humanitarian catastrophe that we had expected, as a result of the conflict, had not occurred.”

“To respond to the potential consequences of such a disaster we had congregated in the countries neighbouring Iraq, not only large stocks of material supplies, but also hundreds of UN and NGO professionals to be deployed to staff and direct the provision of services – as the Iraqis professionals would not have been available as a result of the envisaged displacement.

“The displacement did not occur but we still deployed these colleagues, by consequence creating a highly visible presence and, in some cases, allowing the misperception that we wished to run – or were running – services and replacing the indigenous professional capacity,” he said.

While advocating greater use of Iraqi professionals, Mr. Lopes da Silva also said, “over a decade of a comprehensive sanctions regime and the repressive policies of Saddam Hussein’s rule curtailed the opportunities for these professionals to be exposed to developments occurring in their respective fields elsewhere in the world.”

The Iraqi professionals would need some updated training and capacity building, he said.

* * *

Iraq

23 October – An international monitoring panel charged with keeping an eye on expenditures in Iraq was formally established today with the agreement of all parties on the terms of its operation, according to a joint statement released at the United Nations Headquarters in New York.

The statement, issued by the Arab Fund for Social and Economic Development, the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the World Bank and the United Nations, said their agreement meant that that the International Advisory and Monitoring Board (IAMB) had been established.

A Security Council resolution passed last May calls for the creation of an IAMB to appoint accountants to audit the Development Fund for Iraq that has been established by the United States-led Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA).

The statement said, “The purpose of the Board is to promote the objective” of the May Security Council resolution, which says “the development fund for Iraq shall be used in a transparent manner to meet the humanitarian needs of the Iraq people, for the economic reconstruction and repair of Iraq’s infrastructure, for the continued disarmament of Iraq and for the costs of Iraqi civilian administration and for other purposes benefiting the people of Iraq.”

The joint statement today also said that the group would ensure “that export sales of petroleum, petroleum products and natural gas from Iraq are made consistent with prevailing international market best practices.”

The directors of the four groups would each appoint a representative to the IAMB, the statement said.

* * *

Iran

23 October – The head of the United Nations nuclear watchdog agency today said he had received documentation on Iran’s nuclear programme and would “embark on an intensive verification process.”

Mohammed ElBaradei, Director-General of the International Atomic Energy Agency said he received the material from Iran’s Ambassador to Vienna, and was assured the information was “comprehensive and accurate,” a UN spokesperson said today in New York.

The spokesperson, Hua Jiang, said Mr. ElBaradei told reporters, “We are in a new phase. I welcome both the decision by Iran to provide what is hopefully a comprehensive and accurate declaration, as well as its decision to conclude an additional protocol.”

Mr. ElBaradei said the additional agreement would help the IAEA to regulate future nuclear activity in Iran.

The Director-General will report on Iran at an IAEA board meeting on 20 November. The delivery by Iran of today’s documents comes eight days before a deadline set by the IAEA.

* * *

Security Council

23 October – Algeria, Benin, Brazil, the Philippines and Romania were elected today to become the next five non-permanent members of the United Nations Security Council.

The quintet will take up their seats on 1 January, replacing Bulgaria, Cameroon, Guinea, Mexico and Syria, which step down as scheduled at the end of their two-year terms. The new group will serve on the Council until the end of 2005.

The five were elected according to a pre-arranged geographical distribution, which allocated three seats to African and Asian countries, one seat to an Eastern European nation and one seat to a Latin American or Caribbean state.

The terms of the other five non-permanent members – Angola, Chile, Germany, Pakistan and Spain – are due to run out on 31 December 2004, when five new members will replace them. China, France, the Russian Federation, the United Kingdom and the United States are the Council’s five permanent members.

* * *

Somalia

23 October – The United Nations Security Council’s committee charged with keeping an eye on an arms embargo against Somalia will visit the area next month.

The visit by the Somalia Sanctions Committee had been postponed by its Chairman, Ambassador Stefan Tafrov of Bulgaria, but is now rescheduled for 11 to 21 November.

The group is slated to visit Djibouti, Egypt, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Italy, Kenya, Yemen and Somalia, “provided that the security situation permits it,” said a news release by the Council today.

* * *

Afghanistan

23 October – The United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA) is set to officially launch tomorrow a disarmament campaign that has already had some measure of success.

According to a UNAMA dispatch from the capital Kabul, Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s Special Representative for Afghanistan, Lakhdar Brahimi, Friday will help launch a Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration (DDR) programme in the northern province of Kunduz.

Pilot phases of the programme started Monday, the UNAMA statement said, and by the end of the day on Wednesday 900 men had been disarmed.

Some 300 combatants a day have been disarmed at the Mobile Disarmament Units run by Afghanistan’s New Beginnings Programme (ANBP) and the Ministry of Defence (MOD). The Regional Verification Committee (RVC) has been working at the site to check the names and details of each combatant, UNAMA said.

“In interviews the soldiers said they were glad to be returning to civilian life and many had known of nothing else than being a soldier. They said they were looking forward to their new life and all of those we talked to wanted peace for Afghanistan,” UNAMA said.

Yesterday, Mr. Brahimi told, a meeting of governors, police chiefs and corps commanders from throughout the country, “I don’t have to tell you but the support of the international community is 100 per cent behind you in trying to consolidate peace and stability, and in trying to show the spoilers that they have no future in Afghanistan.”

Speaking at the opening of a two-day national security seminar at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Mr. Brahimi said, “This country has a central government that is recognized all over the country. The problem is that the central government does not have the means to exercise that power. Things are getting better. But at the same time we have to also accept and see that there are spoilers, there are people who have more interest in the existence of the problem than in the solution.”

The UNAMA spokesman also said that registration of delegates for the Constitutional Loya Jirga, the traditional meeting of Afghan leadership, has now been completed in 26 of Afghanistan’s 32 provinces. The Loya Jirga will be charged with writing the country’s new constitution.

* * *

ICTY

023 October – Long-time fugitive Vladimir Kovacevic, also known as “Rambo,” indicted for leading attacks on Dubrovnik, Croatia, that killed 43 people and devastated the historical district, was put in the custody of the United Nations International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) today, in preparation for his first court appearance on Monday.

Mr. Kovacevic, one of four soldiers initially accused in the case, was indicted in February 2001, went into hiding for more than two years and was arrested in Serbia on 25 September. In the meantime, fellow indictees Pavle Strugar and Miodrag Jokic surrendered voluntarily before the end of 2001 and the charges against Milan Zec were withdrawn, the ICTY said.

A decision is pending on whether Mr. Srugar and Mr. Kovacevic should be tried together, the UN court said.

The three accused were alleged to have attacked, cruelly treated and murdered civilians, resulting in the deaths of 43 people. They were also charged with the extensive shelling of Dubrovnik’s Old Town district, a World Cultural Heritage Site, and causing “devastation not justified by military necessity,” the ICTY said.

The cost of repairing and restoring the 69 per cent of the district’s public and commercial buildings, as well as the ramparts, historical monuments and streets that were damaged or destroyed has been estimated at nearly $10 million, it said.

* * *

Press freedom

23 October – The Internet deserves to have the same universal freedoms and regulations as already apply to the rest of the media, according to a senior United Nations official.

The Under-Secretary-General for Communications and Public Information, Shashi Tharoor, told the General Assembly’s Economic and Financial Committee in New York today it is only logical that governments give the Internet the same boundaries as more traditional media.

He said it would be a mistake when regulating the Internet to extend any restrictions beyond the reasonable protections for privacy and against abuse by criminals and terrorist groups.

“These measures fall under national penal law, and are not – in a national context – viewed as a threat to freedom of speech,” he said in an address ahead of the World Summit on the Information Society. The summit will take place in two phases: the first will be held from 10 to 12 December in Geneva, while the second is slated for 16 to 18 November 2005 in Tunis.

Mr. Tharoor added that the benefits that follow a free flow of information should not be “sacrificed to meet the challenges that international communication pose to reasonable national restrictions.”

He reminded government representatives who will be attending the summit that Article 19 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights gives everyone the right to freedom of opinion and expression.

“It is quite clear that the free flow of information is in the interests of all countries. Restraints on the flow of information directly undermine economic well-being. Global interdependence means that those who can receive and disseminate information freely have an edge over those who do not,” he stressed.

Press freedom, particularly its application to new communication technologies such as the Internet, will be one of the focuses of debate at the summit.

Mr. Tharoor said affluent countries should provide financial support to ensure that the citizens in developing countries have much better and fairer access to information.

He said new information technologies should also contain domestic content, allowing developing countries to maintain diversity and cultural identity.

* * *

HIV/AIDS

23 October – The United Nations World Health Organization (WHO) today welcomed a deal to halve the price of some AIDS medicines, but said speedy distribution and effective care are still vital to ensure fairer treatment for patients around the world.

In New York today, the William J. Clinton Foundation announced that several pharmaceutical manufacturers had agreed to cut prices for some of their drugs.

WHO Director-General Lee Jong-wook praised the news, saying the delivery of better treatment for AIDS patients in developing countries – the overwhelming majority of HIV/AIDS sufferers live in sub-Saharan Africa – is “the most urgent health challenge the world faces.”

WHO and its partners aim to provide anti-retroviral therapy to three million people in poor countries by the end of 2005. As part of the plan, WHO is ensuring that training for health professionals and volunteers is more widely available, treatment guidelines are simpler, and supporting the construction of AIDS drugs and diagnostics centres.

The Director of WHO’s HIV/AIDS department, Dr. Paulo Teixeira, stressed that “further price reductions are vital for countries to be able to provide treatment to those who need it”.
* * *

Decolonization

23 October – Despite difficulties in implementing proposed solutions for the question of whether the Western Sahara territory should become independent or not, a political solution was still possible, the chairman of the General Assembly’s Special Political and Decolonization Committee said today.

Acknowledging that he was always optimistic about solutions, Uruguayan representative Enrique Loedel told a press briefing at UN Headquarters in New York: “At each stage in the negotiations of the question of Western Sahara it seemed that a solution was out of reach, but in the end some alternative proposal always came up.”

“The good will and creativity of all the parties involved has now generated a new proposal which is being considered,” he added, referring to the latest peace plan devised by Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s Personal Envoy for Western Sahara, James Baker III.

Mr. Baker has presented the plan to representatives of all the parties involved, including Morocco, the Popular Front for the Liberation of Saguia el-Hamra and Rio de Oro (POLISARIO Front), Algeria and Mauritania.

Representing something of a compromise, “[the plan] provides each side some, but not all, of what it wants,” Mr. Annan wrote in a report to the Security Council in May. It envisages a period of transition during which there would be a division of responsibilities between the parties before the holding of a referendum for self-determination within four or five years. And unlike an earlier proposal, the new peace plan does not require the consent of the parties at each and every step of its implementation.

Earlier this week Mr. Annan urged Morocco to accept the peace plan, but he agreed to a Moroccan request for more time to study the proposals. He also recommended an extension of time for the UN Mission for the Referendum in Western Sahara (MINURSO).

Questioned about the continuing role of his committee, whose main agenda includes decolonization, Mr. Loedel said although only 16 territories were yet to achieve self-determination, the effort was still relevant.

Failure to help the 16 territories choose their political future for themselves would be similar to “a family not taking care of younger children once the eldest child has grown up,” he said.

* * *

Equatorial Guinea

23 October – Defence, Foreign and Interior Ministers from 11 Central African countries will meet in Malabo, Equatorial Guinea, next week to review regional security, the United Nations said today.

The UN Standing Advisory Committee on Security Questions in Central Africa, comprising the members of the Economic Community of the Central African States (ECCAS), will look at the geopolitical and security situations, as well as the progress of its members in implementing previous decisions, according to the UN Department for Disarmament Affairs (DESA).

Also on the agenda for the 27 to 31 October meeting is an examination of the activities of the ECCAS secretariat, especially its efforts to strengthen its cooperation with the United Nations, and the work of the UN Sub-Regional Centre for Human Rights and Democracy in Central Africa, headquartered in Yaounde, Cameroon, DESA said.

The Committee, formed in 1992, adopted a non-aggression pact in 1996 and a mutual assistance pact in 2000. Its members are Angola, Burundi, Cameroon, Central African Republic, Chad, Congo, Democratic Republic of the Congo, Equatorial Guinea, Gabon, Rwanda and Sao Tome and Principe.

* * *

HIV/AIDS

23 October – In preparation for a first-time debate next March on the role of men and boys in achieving gender equality, a group of UN-appointed experts have met in Brazil to examine the role of males in preventing the spread of HIV/AIDS and promoting equality in work, according to the United Nations Division for the Advancement of Women (DAW).

At its 48th session in March 2004 and for the first time, the UN Committee on the Status of Women will have these topics on its agenda and a report on the 21 to 24 October conference in Brasilia will contribute to the discussion, DAW said yesterday.

“Ideologies of masculinity and ‘manliness,’ which encourage men to display sexual prowess by having multiple partners, by stressing aggressiveness and dominance and lack of responsibility in sexual relationships, put men themselves and their partners at risk,” it said in a news release.

In addition, work relations that were not supportive of responsibilities at home resulted in economic inequalities for women, the Division said. “Achieving gender equality would also require greater sharing of domestic responsibilities between men and women.”

DAW said it already had conducted a four-week online discussion – in which 314 representatives from 70 countries took part – on the positive roles men and boys could play in achieving gender equality in work and in combating the HIV/AIDS pandemic.

* * *

Ralph Bunche

22 October – On United Nations Day tomorrow Secretary-General Kofi Annan is scheduled to open an exhibit on the life of Nobel Peace Laureate and United States diplomat Ralph Johnson Bunche at UN Headquarters in New York.

The exhibit is co-sponsored by the UN Department of Public Information (DPI), which made the announcement, and the Ralph Bunche Institute for International Studies at the City University of New York’s Graduate Center.

Mr. Bunche won the Nobel Peace Prize in 1950 for his successful diplomacy in ending the first Arab-Israeli war in 1949, DPI said. He played a major role in drafting the UN Charter and, through the UN Trusteeship Council, he spearheaded the dismantling of existing colonial rule in Africa and Asia. He was also a staunch advocate of human rights worldwide and took an active part in the civil rights movement in the United States, it said.

The exhibit will be open to the public until 22 November.

* *** *
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* * * *

Iraq

23 October – United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today urged some 70 nations at a donors’ conference to “give and give generously” to rebuild Iraq.

In the opening address at the Madrid International Conference on Reconstruction in Iraq, Mr. Annan said, “I know we all look forward to the earliest possible establishment of a sovereign Iraqi Government. But a start on reconstruction cannot be deferred until that day; it demands our urgent attention now. I appeal to donors to give and give generously.”

Mr. Annan added that governments should not take monies previously earmarked for other needs, and shift them to Iraq.

The contributions he was seeking in Madrid, he said, should “be provided in addition to existing commitments.”

“There is a world of suffering out there – deep-rooted crises from conflict to the spread of HIV/AIDS,” he said. “But if the will exists, the resources also exist to respond to all of them.”

“Our challenge now is two-fold,” he said, “to respond to Iraq’s immediate humanitarian needs, and to get the country’s reconstruction off to a determined start.”

Mr. Annan said the United Nations would work with the Iraqi Governing Council the United States-led Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA) and regional authorities, “to see what contributions we can make during the period ahead.”

He said he would do his “utmost” to carry out the mandate given him by last week’s unanimous Security Council resolution, “bearing in mind the inevitable constraints on building up the capacity required and my obligation to care for the safety and security of UN staff.”

A bomb blast in Baghdad 19 August killed 22 persons – including the UN’s top envoy, Sergio Vieira de Mello – and wounded 150 more.

“The United Nations is determined to continue helping the Iraqi people as best we can, from both inside and outside the country, in providing humanitarian assistance and beginning reconstruction. As circumstances permit, I plan to proceed with the other tasks indicated in the resolution,” he said.

“This effort, ladies and gentlemen, will require our attention and engagement for many years. The people of Iraq have a hard road ahead of them, filled with both risk and opportunity. Let us not leave them to travel that road alone,” he said.

* * *

Iraq: reconstruction

23 October – A top United Nations humanitarian official today told the Iraq donors’ conference in Madrid that security is “the single most important factor” shaping the world body’s work in that country.

“Insecurity...is severely hampering our ability to operate and monitor our assistance,” Jan Egeland, UN Emergency Relief Coordinator and Under-Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs, said at the International Conference on Reconstruction in Iraq.

He said the UN had beefed up security measures since a bombing of the UN headquarters in Baghdad took 22 lives, but “The security environment will remain the single most important factor that will determine our ability to initiate, monitor and carry out new assistance programmes.”

The United Nations has withdrawn much of its non-Iraqi staff since the August bombing.

“It is our hope that the security situation will allow a gradual and careful return of additional staff, not only to Baghdad but also to the governorates in the north and south,” Mr. Egeland said.

He said the two top priorities for UN work in Iraq were to “ensure that the basic needs of the most vulnerable parts of the population are met and that essential services like health, water and sanitation continue to improve” and “to help build the capacity of the Iraqi institutions to service the needs of their people.”

The Under-Secretary-General said, “For us humanitarians, helping to build the capacity of national and local institutions is the best reconstruction assistance and guarantee that we will one day make ourselves obsolete.”

* * *

Iraq

23 October – A key to the reconstruction of Iraq is to utilize one of its overlooked assets – its professionals, the top United Nations humanitarian official for that country said today.

Addressing a donors’ conference in Madrid, Ramiro Lopes da Silva, the Acting Special Representative of Secretary-General Kofi Annan and Humanitarian Coordinator for Iraq, said that during preparations for the post-war period the UN had incorrectly assumed that the professional classes would be displaced, and they have not.

“So, in my opinion, one of the key elements as we transition from ‘emergency rehabilitation’ to ‘reconstruction’ is: allowing national capacity to fulfil its potential and to lead the process,” he said.

“This can be achieved by allowing the Iraqi professionals in ministries and state institutions to make policy and technical choices, decide priorities, develop strategies and take the relevant decisions,” he said.

Mr. Lopes da Silva said that when the humanitarian teams arrived in May they “realized that the humanitarian catastrophe that we had expected, as a result of the conflict, had not occurred.”

“To respond to the potential consequences of such a disaster we had congregated in the countries neighbouring Iraq, not only large stocks of material supplies, but also hundreds of UN and NGO professionals to be deployed to staff and direct the provision of services – as the Iraqis professionals would not have been available as a result of the envisaged displacement.

“The displacement did not occur but we still deployed these colleagues, by consequence creating a highly visible presence and, in some cases, allowing the misperception that we wished to run – or were running – services and replacing the indigenous professional capacity,” he said.

While advocating greater use of Iraqi professionals, Mr. Lopes da Silva also said, “over a decade of a comprehensive sanctions regime and the repressive policies of Saddam Hussein’s rule curtailed the opportunities for these professionals to be exposed to developments occurring in their respective fields elsewhere in the world.”

The Iraqi professionals would need some updated training and capacity building, he said.

* * *

Iraq

23 October – An international monitoring panel charged with keeping an eye on expenditures in Iraq was formally established today with the agreement of all parties on the terms of its operation, according to a joint statement released at the United Nations Headquarters in New York.

The statement, issued by the Arab Fund for Social and Economic Development, the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the World Bank and the United Nations, said their agreement meant that that the International Advisory and Monitoring Board (IAMB) had been established.

A Security Council resolution passed last May calls for the creation of an IAMB to appoint accountants to audit the Development Fund for Iraq that has been established by the United States-led Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA).

The statement said, “The purpose of the Board is to promote the objective” of the May Security Council resolution, which says “the development fund for Iraq shall be used in a transparent manner to meet the humanitarian needs of the Iraq people, for the economic reconstruction and repair of Iraq’s infrastructure, for the continued disarmament of Iraq and for the costs of Iraqi civilian administration and for other purposes benefiting the people of Iraq.”

The joint statement today also said that the group would ensure “that export sales of petroleum, petroleum products and natural gas from Iraq are made consistent with prevailing international market best practices.”

The directors of the four groups would each appoint a representative to the IAMB, the statement said.

* * *

Iran

23 October – The head of the United Nations nuclear watchdog agency today said he had received documentation on Iran’s nuclear programme and would “embark on an intensive verification process.”

Mohammed ElBaradei, Director-General of the International Atomic Energy Agency said he received the material from Iran’s Ambassador to Vienna, and was assured the information was “comprehensive and accurate,” a UN spokesperson said today in New York.

The spokesperson, Hua Jiang, said Mr. ElBaradei told reporters, “We are in a new phase. I welcome both the decision by Iran to provide what is hopefully a comprehensive and accurate declaration, as well as its decision to conclude an additional protocol.”

Mr. ElBaradei said the additional agreement would help the IAEA to regulate future nuclear activity in Iran.

The Director-General will report on Iran at an IAEA board meeting on 20 November. The delivery by Iran of today’s documents comes eight days before a deadline set by the IAEA.

* * *

Security Council

23 October – Algeria, Benin, Brazil, the Philippines and Romania were elected today to become the next five non-permanent members of the United Nations Security Council.

The quintet will take up their seats on 1 January, replacing Bulgaria, Cameroon, Guinea, Mexico and Syria, which step down as scheduled at the end of their two-year terms. The new group will serve on the Council until the end of 2005.

The five were elected according to a pre-arranged geographical distribution, which allocated three seats to African and Asian countries, one seat to an Eastern European nation and one seat to a Latin American or Caribbean state.

The terms of the other five non-permanent members – Angola, Chile, Germany, Pakistan and Spain – are due to run out on 31 December 2004, when five new members will replace them. China, France, the Russian Federation, the United Kingdom and the United States are the Council’s five permanent members.

* * *

Somalia

23 October – The United Nations Security Council’s committee charged with keeping an eye on an arms embargo against Somalia will visit the area next month.

The visit by the Somalia Sanctions Committee had been postponed by its Chairman, Ambassador Stefan Tafrov of Bulgaria, but is now rescheduled for 11 to 21 November.

The group is slated to visit Djibouti, Egypt, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Italy, Kenya, Yemen and Somalia, “provided that the security situation permits it,” said a news release by the Council today.

* * *

Afghanistan

23 October – The United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA) is set to officially launch tomorrow a disarmament campaign that has already had some measure of success.

According to a UNAMA dispatch from the capital Kabul, Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s Special Representative for Afghanistan, Lakhdar Brahimi, Friday will help launch a Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration (DDR) programme in the northern province of Kunduz.

Pilot phases of the programme started Monday, the UNAMA statement said, and by the end of the day on Wednesday 900 men had been disarmed.

Some 300 combatants a day have been disarmed at the Mobile Disarmament Units run by Afghanistan’s New Beginnings Programme (ANBP) and the Ministry of Defence (MOD). The Regional Verification Committee (RVC) has been working at the site to check the names and details of each combatant, UNAMA said.

“In interviews the soldiers said they were glad to be returning to civilian life and many had known of nothing else than being a soldier. They said they were looking forward to their new life and all of those we talked to wanted peace for Afghanistan,” UNAMA said.

Yesterday, Mr. Brahimi told, a meeting of governors, police chiefs and corps commanders from throughout the country, “I don’t have to tell you but the support of the international community is 100 per cent behind you in trying to consolidate peace and stability, and in trying to show the spoilers that they have no future in Afghanistan.”

Speaking at the opening of a two-day national security seminar at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Mr. Brahimi said, “This country has a central government that is recognized all over the country. The problem is that the central government does not have the means to exercise that power. Things are getting better. But at the same time we have to also accept and see that there are spoilers, there are people who have more interest in the existence of the problem than in the solution.”

The UNAMA spokesman also said that registration of delegates for the Constitutional Loya Jirga, the traditional meeting of Afghan leadership, has now been completed in 26 of Afghanistan’s 32 provinces. The Loya Jirga will be charged with writing the country’s new constitution.

* * *

ICTY

023 October – Long-time fugitive Vladimir Kovacevic, also known as “Rambo,” indicted for leading attacks on Dubrovnik, Croatia, that killed 43 people and devastated the historical district, was put in the custody of the United Nations International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) today, in preparation for his first court appearance on Monday.

Mr. Kovacevic, one of four soldiers initially accused in the case, was indicted in February 2001, went into hiding for more than two years and was arrested in Serbia on 25 September. In the meantime, fellow indictees Pavle Strugar and Miodrag Jokic surrendered voluntarily before the end of 2001 and the charges against Milan Zec were withdrawn, the ICTY said.

A decision is pending on whether Mr. Srugar and Mr. Kovacevic should be tried together, the UN court said.

The three accused were alleged to have attacked, cruelly treated and murdered civilians, resulting in the deaths of 43 people. They were also charged with the extensive shelling of Dubrovnik’s Old Town district, a World Cultural Heritage Site, and causing “devastation not justified by military necessity,” the ICTY said.

The cost of repairing and restoring the 69 per cent of the district’s public and commercial buildings, as well as the ramparts, historical monuments and streets that were damaged or destroyed has been estimated at nearly $10 million, it said.

* * *

Press freedom

23 October – The Internet deserves to have the same universal freedoms and regulations as already apply to the rest of the media, according to a senior United Nations official.

The Under-Secretary-General for Communications and Public Information, Shashi Tharoor, told the General Assembly’s Economic and Financial Committee in New York today it is only logical that governments give the Internet the same boundaries as more traditional media.

He said it would be a mistake when regulating the Internet to extend any restrictions beyond the reasonable protections for privacy and against abuse by criminals and terrorist groups.

“These measures fall under national penal law, and are not – in a national context – viewed as a threat to freedom of speech,” he said in an address ahead of the World Summit on the Information Society. The summit will take place in two phases: the first will be held from 10 to 12 December in Geneva, while the second is slated for 16 to 18 November 2005 in Tunis.

Mr. Tharoor added that the benefits that follow a free flow of information should not be “sacrificed to meet the challenges that international communication pose to reasonable national restrictions.”

He reminded government representatives who will be attending the summit that Article 19 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights gives everyone the right to freedom of opinion and expression.

“It is quite clear that the free flow of information is in the interests of all countries. Restraints on the flow of information directly undermine economic well-being. Global interdependence means that those who can receive and disseminate information freely have an edge over those who do not,” he stressed.

Press freedom, particularly its application to new communication technologies such as the Internet, will be one of the focuses of debate at the summit.

Mr. Tharoor said affluent countries should provide financial support to ensure that the citizens in developing countries have much better and fairer access to information.

He said new information technologies should also contain domestic content, allowing developing countries to maintain diversity and cultural identity.

* * *

HIV/AIDS

23 October – The United Nations World Health Organization (WHO) today welcomed a deal to halve the price of some AIDS medicines, but said speedy distribution and effective care are still vital to ensure fairer treatment for patients around the world.

In New York today, the William J. Clinton Foundation announced that several pharmaceutical manufacturers had agreed to cut prices for some of their drugs.

WHO Director-General Lee Jong-wook praised the news, saying the delivery of better treatment for AIDS patients in developing countries – the overwhelming majority of HIV/AIDS sufferers live in sub-Saharan Africa – is “the most urgent health challenge the world faces.”

WHO and its partners aim to provide anti-retroviral therapy to three million people in poor countries by the end of 2005. As part of the plan, WHO is ensuring that training for health professionals and volunteers is more widely available, treatment guidelines are simpler, and supporting the construction of AIDS drugs and diagnostics centres.

The Director of WHO’s HIV/AIDS department, Dr. Paulo Teixeira, stressed that “further price reductions are vital for countries to be able to provide treatment to those who need it”.
* * *

Decolonization

23 October – Despite difficulties in implementing proposed solutions for the question of whether the Western Sahara territory should become independent or not, a political solution was still possible, the chairman of the General Assembly’s Special Political and Decolonization Committee said today.

Acknowledging that he was always optimistic about solutions, Uruguayan representative Enrique Loedel told a press briefing at UN Headquarters in New York: “At each stage in the negotiations of the question of Western Sahara it seemed that a solution was out of reach, but in the end some alternative proposal always came up.”

“The good will and creativity of all the parties involved has now generated a new proposal which is being considered,” he added, referring to the latest peace plan devised by Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s Personal Envoy for Western Sahara, James Baker III.

Mr. Baker has presented the plan to representatives of all the parties involved, including Morocco, the Popular Front for the Liberation of Saguia el-Hamra and Rio de Oro (POLISARIO Front), Algeria and Mauritania.

Representing something of a compromise, “[the plan] provides each side some, but not all, of what it wants,” Mr. Annan wrote in a report to the Security Council in May. It envisages a period of transition during which there would be a division of responsibilities between the parties before the holding of a referendum for self-determination within four or five years. And unlike an earlier proposal, the new peace plan does not require the consent of the parties at each and every step of its implementation.

Earlier this week Mr. Annan urged Morocco to accept the peace plan, but he agreed to a Moroccan request for more time to study the proposals. He also recommended an extension of time for the UN Mission for the Referendum in Western Sahara (MINURSO).

Questioned about the continuing role of his committee, whose main agenda includes decolonization, Mr. Loedel said although only 16 territories were yet to achieve self-determination, the effort was still relevant.

Failure to help the 16 territories choose their political future for themselves would be similar to “a family not taking care of younger children once the eldest child has grown up,” he said.

* * *

Equatorial Guinea

23 October – Defence, Foreign and Interior Ministers from 11 Central African countries will meet in Malabo, Equatorial Guinea, next week to review regional security, the United Nations said today.

The UN Standing Advisory Committee on Security Questions in Central Africa, comprising the members of the Economic Community of the Central African States (ECCAS), will look at the geopolitical and security situations, as well as the progress of its members in implementing previous decisions, according to the UN Department for Disarmament Affairs (DESA).

Also on the agenda for the 27 to 31 October meeting is an examination of the activities of the ECCAS secretariat, especially its efforts to strengthen its cooperation with the United Nations, and the work of the UN Sub-Regional Centre for Human Rights and Democracy in Central Africa, headquartered in Yaounde, Cameroon, DESA said.

The Committee, formed in 1992, adopted a non-aggression pact in 1996 and a mutual assistance pact in 2000. Its members are Angola, Burundi, Cameroon, Central African Republic, Chad, Congo, Democratic Republic of the Congo, Equatorial Guinea, Gabon, Rwanda and Sao Tome and Principe.

* * *

HIV/AIDS

23 October – In preparation for a first-time debate next March on the role of men and boys in achieving gender equality, a group of UN-appointed experts have met in Brazil to examine the role of males in preventing the spread of HIV/AIDS and promoting equality in work, according to the United Nations Division for the Advancement of Women (DAW).

At its 48th session in March 2004 and for the first time, the UN Committee on the Status of Women will have these topics on its agenda and a report on the 21 to 24 October conference in Brasilia will contribute to the discussion, DAW said yesterday.

“Ideologies of masculinity and ‘manliness,’ which encourage men to display sexual prowess by having multiple partners, by stressing aggressiveness and dominance and lack of responsibility in sexual relationships, put men themselves and their partners at risk,” it said in a news release.

In addition, work relations that were not supportive of responsibilities at home resulted in economic inequalities for women, the Division said. “Achieving gender equality would also require greater sharing of domestic responsibilities between men and women.”

DAW said it already had conducted a four-week online discussion – in which 314 representatives from 70 countries took part – on the positive roles men and boys could play in achieving gender equality in work and in combating the HIV/AIDS pandemic.

* * *

Ralph Bunche

22 October – On United Nations Day tomorrow Secretary-General Kofi Annan is scheduled to open an exhibit on the life of Nobel Peace Laureate and United States diplomat Ralph Johnson Bunche at UN Headquarters in New York.

The exhibit is co-sponsored by the UN Department of Public Information (DPI), which made the announcement, and the Ralph Bunche Institute for International Studies at the City University of New York’s Graduate Center.

Mr. Bunche won the Nobel Peace Prize in 1950 for his successful diplomacy in ending the first Arab-Israeli war in 1949, DPI said. He played a major role in drafting the UN Charter and, through the UN Trusteeship Council, he spearheaded the dismantling of existing colonial rule in Africa and Asia. He was also a staunch advocate of human rights worldwide and took an active part in the civil rights movement in the United States, it said.

The exhibit will be open to the public until 22 November.

* *** *

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

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

                    AND THE SPOKESWOMAN FOR THE GENERAL ASSEMBLY PRESIDENT

           Following is a near-verbatim transcript of today’s noon briefing by Hua Jiang, Deputy Spokeswoman for the

     Secretary-General, and Michéle Montas, Spokeswoman for the General Assembly President.

           Good afternoon.

           **SG in Madrid

           The Secretary-General this morning opened the International Conference on Reconstruction in Iraq in Madrid,

     saying that “we gather at a moment of hope for the future of Iraq”.  The Iraqi people, he said, are determined to restore

     their country to its former leading position, and will need the international community’s help to achieve that goal.

           The Secretary-General described Iraq’s reconstruction needs as “monumental”, saying the challenge now is

     two-fold:  to respond to immediate humanitarian needs, and to get the country’s reconstruction off to a good start.

           Success will depend on three things, he said:  security, Iraqi ownership and leadership of the process, and the

     legitimacy of Iraq’s legal norms and economic and fiscal framework.

           The Secretary-General said reconstruction is linked to the wider political process, adding that “we all look

     forward to the earliest possible establishment of a sovereign Iraqi Government”.  But, he added, “A start in

     reconstruction cannot be deferred until that day; it demands our urgent attention now”.

           He concluded, “The people of Iraq have a hard road ahead of them, filled with both risk and opportunity.  Let us

     not leave them to travel it alone”.

           While in Madrid, the Secretary-General met with US Secretary of State Colin Powell at the VIP lounge at the

     Palacio de Congress, where he also met with Coalition Provisional Authority Administrator Paul Bremer and members

     of the Iraqi delegation.

           He then left Madrid in the early afternoon, and should be back in New York later today.  He is not expected

     back at Headquarters today, but he will be here tomorrow, when he will unveil the UN Memorial to all those who have

     lost their lives while serving the United Nations.  That memorial, as I mentioned earlier this week, was paid for by the

     money received by the 1988 Nobel Peace Prize that was awarded to UN peacekeeping.

           **Iraq -– Egeland

           Also today in Madrid, UN Emergency Relief Coordinator Jan Egeland addressed the donors’ conference and

     told the donors that insecurity is severely hampering the United Nations’ ability to operate and monitor its assistance.

           He said that the United Nations’ ability to move around the country and interact with those directly in need

     remains very restricted, and extensive measures have been taken to enhance the security of UN facilities and staff

     since the 19 August and 22 September attacks in Baghdad.

           Egeland also highlighted two key priorities for the humanitarian community in the coming months:  to ensure

     the basic needs of the most vulnerable Iraqis, and to build the capacity of Iraq institutions to service the needs of their

     people.

           And we have copies of his statement upstairs.

           **SG’s Comments in Madrid

           The Secretary-General, after meeting Spanish Prime Minister José Maria Aznar yesterday evening, told

     reporters that they had discussed Iraq and the Middle East, and said he was pleased to see that the King and Queen

     of Spain visited Syria and the region.  He said that was the kind of dialogue and constant communication that is

     needed.

           The Secretary-General added that he looks forward to joining the Prime Minister and other leaders at the

     Ibero-American Summit in Bolivia, adding that the United Nations has been working with governments to strengthen

     democratic institutions and encourage development in the region.

           And we have his comments available upstairs.

           **Iran –- IAEA

           The Executive Director of the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), Mohamed ElBaradei, today received

     from Iran’s Ambassador to Vienna a documented declaration of Iran’s nuclear programme.

           In a press briefing afterward, ElBaradei said he has been assured that the declaration is comprehensive and

     accurate.  He added that the Agency will now “embark on an intensive verification process” and reconstruct the full

     history of Iran’s nuclear programme, going back to the mid-1980s.

           The Director-General will next report to the IAEA Board on nuclear verification in Iran at meetings in Vienna

     that begin on 20 November.  And we have a press release upstairs with more details.

           **Afghanistan

           The UN Mission in Afghanistan said that there would be an official launch tomorrow of the disarmament,

     demobilization and reintegration (DDR) programme in Kunduz province, which will be attended by the Special

     Representative of the Secretary-General for Afghanistan, Lakhdar Brahimi.

           As of Wednesday, 900 men have been disarmed as part of the first pilot phase of the DDR process.

           In interviews, the soldiers said they were glad to be returning to civilian life and many had known of nothing

     else than being a soldier.  And you can find more details in a briefing note coming from Kabul.

           **Security Council – New Members

           We have put out a fact sheet on the membership of the Security Council effective 1 January 2004, following

     the announcement of the voting for the five new elected members -- Algeria, Benin, Brazil, Philippines and Romania.

           **Security Council

           There are no consultations of the Security Council today.

           There is a Council meeting scheduled for 3 p.m. with the troop-contributing countries to the UN mission for the

     Referendum on Western Sahara.  It will take place in the Economic and Social Council Chamber.

           Also on Western Sahara, there is a letter on the racks from Morocco to the Security Council President.

           This morning at 10:30 a.m., the Council’s so-called “661” Sanctions Committee on the situation between Iraq

     and Kuwait had scheduled a meeting.

           **Somalia

           The Security Council Sanctions Committee on Somalia met yesterday afternoon to discuss preparations for

     the upcoming mission to Somalia and States in the region.

           According to a press release issued after the meeting, the new dates for this mission are 11 to 21 November

     2003.

           The mission, which will be led by the Chairman of the Committee, Bulgarian Ambassador Stefan Tafrov, is

     aimed at demonstrating the Security Council’s determination to give full effect to the arms embargo on Somalia.

           The itinerary of the mission includes Somalia -- provided the security situation permits it -- Djibouti, Egypt,

     Eritrea, Ethiopia, Italy, Kenya and Yemen.

           **ICTY

           A former Yugoslav Army battalion commander has been transferred today to the detention unit of the

     International Criminal Tribunal for The former Yugoslavia, where he will be tried for war crimes, including murder and

     attacks on civilians during the 1991 attack on Dubrovnik.  We have further details in a press release from the Tribunal.

           **Budget

           And on budget, the United Arab Emirates today paid more than $2.7 million to the UN regular budget,

     becoming the 116th Member State to pay its dues in full for this year.

           **UN Day

           Tomorrow is UN Day, and, as I’ve already mentioned, the Secretary-General will be there for the occasion and

     will unveil the UN Memorial at the North Lawn, at 12:30.

           Among the other events scheduled for UN Day is a programme for more than 400 New York City school

     principals, starting at 4:30 p.m., which will include guided tours of the UN and a special briefing for the principals by

     Eveline Herfkens, who is the Secretary-General’s Executive Coordinator for the Millennium Development Goals.

           Nane Annan, the Secretary-General’s wife, will address the principals at a reception afterwards.  And a press

     release is out on the racks with more details.

           [The Spokesman later clarified that the programme for the more than 400 principals will be held today, starting

     at 4:30 p.m. and ending at 6 p.m., and not tomorrow.]

           **Press Conference Today

           A press conference this afternoon:  Swiss Permanent Representative Mr. Staehelin will be joined by Maestro

     Pinchas Steinberg and Metin Arditi, Orchestra Director at a 12:30 press conference in this room.  Shashi Tharoor,

     Under-Secretary-General for Communications and Public Information, will be moderating that press conference.

           That’s all I have for you.  Any questions before we move on to Michéle?

           Questions and Answers

           Question:  What’s the subject of this press conference?

           Deputy Spokeswoman for Secretary-General:  It’s about the memorial service tomorrow, UN Day activities,

     yes.  The orchestra will play in the evening.

           Question:  Is it open to everyone tomorrow?

           Deputy Spokeswoman:  Those details, I am afraid, we’ll have to get for you afterwards.

           Question:  What do you think of that report to the SG saying that the glass had not been installed in

     Baghdad?

           Deputy Spokeswoman:  Sorry?

           Question:  In the report yesterday on Baghdad, one of the things that was said that the UN had not installed

     the shatter-free plate glass, right?

           Deputy Spokeswoman:  Well, you have seen in the report itself that it has given some reasons for not

     installing the glass film…

           Question:  (Inaudible)

           Deputy Spokeswoman:  Yes.  But apart from what’s said in the report itself, I don’t have any more details on

     that.

           Question:  On the number of injured, injuries I mean, some of it would have been by flying glass afterwards?

           Deputy Spokeswoman:  Most of the casualties were caused by flying glass, yes.

           Question:  Most of them, right?  You haven’t any figures available… (Inaudible)?

           Deputy Spokeswoman:  No, I don’t have that figure…

           Question:  The dead, they were really killed by flying glass?

           Deputy Spokesperson:  Again, for that sort of detail we have to come back to you afterwards.  I don’t think we

     have information like that:  how many were killed exactly by flying glass because, you know, some injuries must have

     been caused by multi…

           Question:  …multiple things.

           Deputy Spokeswoman:  Yes, exactly.

           Question:  Yes, I know, I realize that, yes.

           Deputy Spokesperson:  Okay.  Michéle?

           Spokeswoman for General Assembly President

           Thank you Hua and good afternoon.

           The General Assembly met this morning, as you know to elect the five non-permanent members of the

     Security Council.  Algeria received 178 votes, Benin, 181 votes, Brazil, 177 votes, the Philippines, 179, and Romania,

     174 votes for a 2-year term.  They are to replace Cameroon, Guinea, Syria, Bulgaria and Mexico whose terms expire

     on 31 December as non-permanent members of the Security Council.  You will have a press conference this afternoon

     with the Permanent Representative of the Philippines, Ambassador Lauro S. Baja, at 2:30.  He represents one of the

     countries nominated as a non-permanent member this morning.

           [It was later learned that this press conference had been cancelled.]

           On Monday, the Assembly will discuss the revitalization of the General Assembly, restructuring and reform. 

     Forty-five speakers are already expected to address the Assembly.  This public debate will follow informal discussions,

     led by President Hunte with members of the Assembly, last week.

           For those of you who have also expressed an interest in small arms issues, that was described by one of the

     representatives as the real weapons of mass destruction, you have a debate going on in the First Committee, the

     disarmament committee.  You also have a debate going on in the Fourth Committee, the decolonization committee, on

     that same issue -- small arms.

           This is all I have for you.  Thank you.

           Deputy Spokesperson:  No questions?  Have a very good afternoon, thanks.

           Questions

           Question:  Actually, I am sorry.

           Deputy Spokesperson:  Yes?

           Question:  How many votes are required to become a member, I mean…?

           Spokeswoman for General Assembly President:  One hundred and twenty-two.  I mean, it depends on the

     regions.  It’s about one hundred and twenty-two.

           Question:  Aside from Pakistan, is there any other Middle Eastern region represented?

           Spokeswoman for General Assembly President:  Not Pakistan.  I said Algeria, Benin, Brazil, the Philippines,

     and Romania.

           Question:  No, no, I am saying Pakistan is still going to be a member, right? 

           Spokeswoman for General Assembly President:  Yes.

           Question:  There is no Middle Eastern region represented… (Inaudible)

           Spokeswoman for General Assembly President:  We have the members that were there before.  Actually they

     have African and Asian States -– three seats put together, and we have Pakistan and Angola, who are current

     members.  And the retiring members for African and Asian States -– Cameroon, Guinea and Syria.  We don’t have a

     special Middle East group or region as such.

           Question:  Thank you.

           Deputy Spokeswoman for Secretary-General:  All right, have a very good afternoon, thanks.

                                                 * *** *
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