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New oil operations in Barents Sea could compound pollution problems, UN warns
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	UNEP chief Klaus Toepfer


24 August 2004 – Despite existing regulations and controls, the Arctic region's Barents Sea is being over-fished and endangered by massive nuclear waste storage, while expanded oil and gas operations could further pollute the area, the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) said today.

A UNEP report released in Stavanger, Norway, notes the absence of long-term planning to tackle the over-fishing of cod and haddock, as well as the problems arising from the intentional introduction of the Red King Crab, which may lead to a reduction of non-commercial species.

Other threats to the unique Barents Sea Arctic ecosystem include a projected six-fold increase in oil and gas transportation, possibly raising oil transport from the Arctic Shelf to 40 million tons a year. "The increased exploration activities for petroleum resources in the Barents Sea, the offshore developments and the shipping of oil and gas along the coasts represent significant potential threats to this vulnerable Arctic ecosystem," UNEP chief Klaus Toepfer said.

Further compounding these problems are the presence of the world's largest radioactive waste storage system in the Murmansk region, and the unintentional introduction of alien biological species by oil tankers.

The report recommends that new regulations for different sectors should be devised, adopted and enforced and that the affected countries should adhere rigorously to international environmental agreements.

The expert team producing the report was established by UNEP's Global International Waters Assessment (GIWA) and chaired by the Russian Academy of Science and the Murmansk Marine Biological Institute.

It was supported by Akvaplan-Niva environmental and aquaculture consultants and the Norwegian College of Fisheries Science in Tromsø and was funded by the Global Environment Facility and the Norwegian Government.

 _________________________________________________________________________________________ 

	

	


ENS

Overfishing, Contamination Pose Risks to Arctic Barents Sea 
STAVANGER, Norway, August 24, 2004 (ENS) - Overfishing of cod and haddock, oil spills, radioactive contamination, and modification by invasive species are all threatening the ecological integrity of the Barents Sea, says a new report released here today at the Offshore Northern Seas conference. 

Prepared by the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) Global International Waters Assessment (GIWA), the report says that overexploitation of fish is the most important issue since the major commercial fishes are exploited beyond safe biological limits. 
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The Barents Sea, considered a part of the Arctic Ocean, is bordered by Franz Josef Land in the north (top left corner, obscured by clouds), Novaya Zemlya in the east (top right corner), and Svalbard in the west (not visible). (Photo courtesy NASA)
The majority of the Barents Sea drainage basin is located in Russian territory, with small parts located in Norway and Finland. The Barents Sea is the meeting point between the Atlantic and the Arctic Oceans, and Western Europe and Russia. 

The research team that produced this report was chaired by the Russian Academy of Science and Murmansk Marine Biological Institute in Murmansk and supported by Akvaplan-Niva and the Norwegian College of Fisheries Science in Tromsö. The report was funded by the Global Environment Facility and the Norwegian government. 

The information on which the report is based was gathered in four workshops, three of them conducted in Murmansk. The first two were conducted in Murmansk in September 2001 and February 2002. In these two meetings, only Russian experts participated. 

The last two workshops were carried out with support from Norwegian partners, one in Tromsø, Norway in February 2003 and the other in Murmansk in October 2003. The task team was made up of local experts having broad expertise concerning the environmental and socio-economic impact assessment in the Barents Sea region. 

The workshop participants concluded that the most pressing issue affecting the Barents Sea is the overexploitation of fish. There has been overinvestment in fish harvesting, unequal payments for the access to bioresources, price of vessels’ quota-rights, high taxes, high fish prices, failures of economic reforms in Russia, and market failures. 

Low selectivity of fishing gear and lack of alternative gear has contributed to the problem. 

Political disagreements within the Joint Norwegian-Russian Fisheries Commission over the setting of annual total allowable catch quotas, plus gaps in fishery statistics, and faults in the fishery management system are partly responsible for the overfishing, according to the report. 

Inappropriate legislation regulating the fisheries sector in Russia, as well as scientific uncertainty, and inappropriate assessment methods have also contributed to the problem. 

The report recommends that the Joint Norwegian-Russian Fisheries Commission be used to develop measures for the sustainable exploitation of fish in the Barents Sea, including regulatory and economic instruments. 

The study team has concluded that the expansion of oil and gas industries in the region is a real and imminent threat to the ecosystem. 

There are vast oil and gas reserves on Russia’s Arctic shelf. The report predicts that the development of these oil and gas deposits will increase oil transport to 40 million metric tons by the year 2020. 

This will increase the pressure on the Northern Sea Route, which crosses the Barents Sea, by a factor of six, the UNEP report says. "The risk of accidental oil spills is expected to increase in the near future." 

Speaking at the launch of the report today, UNEP Executive Director Klaus Toepfer said, “The increased exploration activities for petroleum resources in the Barents Sea, the offshore developments and the shipping of oil and gas along the coasts represent significant potential threats to this vulnerable Arctic ecosystem.” 

Russia's Murmansk region houses more radioactive wastes than any other region in the world, the report says. The nuclear wastes on the Kola Peninsula are a legacy of the former Soviet Union’s powerful nuclear-powered navy and icebreaker fleet, as well as infrastructure for their maintenance. 

A Russian nuclear submarine being decommissioned at the Sevmash shipyard in Severodvinsk. (Photo by Sevmash courtesy Bellona)
Although current levels of radioactivity are low and UNEP says they do not pose any threat to human health or the environment, there is need, according to the report, for long-term strategies for the handling of stored nucler material in the region. 

Concerns about radioactive contamination revolve around the safety of spent nuclear fuel and radioactive waste management, and the dismantlement and remediation of decommissioned nuclear powered submarines and civilian vessels, nuclear support and service vessels and nuclear storage vessels, and the remediation of other radioactively dangerous sites. 

Storages for spent nuclear fuel and radioactive waste must be constructed, the report says, and there is also need for improvement and upgrading of systems for monitoring, control, prevention and response to emergencies, and protection against radiological terrorism. 

In addition, improvement of safety systems for the transportation of radioactive material is required, the report advises. 

The radiological protection activities in the region are regulated by a number of national and international conventions and agreements detailed in the report. Most recently, in June 2003, Russia signed the frame agreement on a multilateral nuclear ecological program in the Russian Federation. The list of participants includes Belgium, Great Britain, Germany, Denmark, Netherlands, Norway, the United States, Finland, France, Sweden, and EU. 

The agreement provides for the cooperation in the field of safe handling of spent nuclear fuel and radioactive waste, dismantlement of decommissioned nuclear powered submarines and icebreakers in Northwest Russia. There is also a special fund managed by the European Bank for the Reconstruction and Development for these purposes. 

Trilateral Norwegian-U.S.-Russian military environmental cooperation began in 1996. The aim of the cooperation is to clean polluted military areas in Northwest Russia, including radioactive pollution sites. One project in this program is the elaboration and testing of a ferro-concrete container for the storage and transportation of spent nuclear fuel from obsolete nuclear powered submarines. 

Oil platform and vessel in the Barents Sea (Photo courtesy Friends of the Earth International)
The composition of the Barents Sea animal life has been changed by the intentional introduction of the red king crab, as well as other alien species. There are concerns that competition between the red king crab and commercial and non-commercial species could result in the decrease of some commercially important fish stocks. 

Another aspect of the problem is the unintentional introduction of alien species through ballast water of oil tankers. Alien species introduced unintentionally form a serious threat to the economy of northern Norway as well as to coastal communities in Russia, says the UNEP report. 

There is plenty of fresh water in the region, but it is increasingly polluted, the report states. 

Large smelter complexes, mining and metallurgy, ore processing and pulp and paper industries have had a negative impact on adjacent rivers and lakes. 

Poor coverage by sewage treatment plants, as well as ineffective treatment in the existing plants, have led to pollution of freshwater resources. Polluted water from municipal services, poultry farms and cellulose and pulp industries is discharged into the Severnaya Dvina, Pechenga and Kola rivers. 

The GIWA assessment of the Barents Sea is part of a global comprehensive and systematic assessment of the environmental conditions and problems in transboundary waters, led by UNEP. It comprises marine, coastal and land areas, including ground waters. The assessment is done in 66 transboundary water regions where teams of local experts focus on five major concerns including 22 specific water related problems. 

The full report is available online at: http://www.giwa.net/barentssea/
_________________________________________________________________________________________
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New UNEP report warns of threats to unique Arctic ecosystem of Barents Sea


From UNEP
Tuesday, August 24, 2004

STAVANGER/NAIROBI, 24 August 2004 - Overfishing of cod and haddock, nuclear waste storage, the invasion of the red king crab and a projected six-fold increase in oil and gas transportation are some of the issues threatening the unique Barents Sea Arctic ecosystem, scientists are warning.

An absence of long-term planning and legislation are the main causes of these threats according to a new report prepared by the United Nations
Environment Programme (UNEP) Global International Waters Assessment (GIWA), and released here today at the Offshore Northern Seas Conference in
Stavanger, Norway.

The overexploitation of fish stocks is "the most alarming problem for the region at present", according to the report. It says that fish in the Barents Sea continue to be over-fished despite measures of regulation and control.

Pollution was identified as the next most important concern. While the report notes that the Barents Sea is much cleaner than other European seas,
and that pollution does not constitute a threat to human health or ecosystems, it points out risks associated with the expansion of oil and gas industries in the region.

Speaking at the launch of the report, Klaus Toepfer, UNEP's Executive Director, said: "The increased exploration activities for petroleum
resources in the Barents Sea, the offshore developments and the shipping of oil and gas along the coasts represent significant potential threats to
this vulnerable arctic ecosystem."

There are vast oil and gas reserves on Russia's Arctic shelf. According to the report, the development of these oil and gas deposits will increase oil transport to 40 million tonnes by the year 2020. This will correspondingly increase the pressure on the Northern Sea Route (which crosses the Barents Sea) by a factor of six.

As a consequence, the risk of accidental oil spills is expected to increase in the near future, says the report. It goes on to suggest a set of measures to reduce the risk of potential emergencies, including the development of safety plans to prevent accidental oil spills, and contingency plans to respond to accidents.

A third major issue of priority concern identified by the report is the storage facilities for radioactive wastes and possible contamination of the environment.

The Murmansk region houses more radioactive waste than any other region of the world. Although current levels of radioactivity are low and do not pose any threat to human health or the environment, there is need, according to the report, for long-term strategies for the handling of stored nuclear material in the region.

The fourth most important issue identified is the modification of ecosystems by invasive species.
The composition of the Barents Sea fauna has been changed by the intentional introduction of the red king crab, as well as other alien species. There are concerns that competition between the red king crab and commercial and non-commercial species could result in the decrease of some commercially important fish stocks. Another aspect of the problem is the unintentional introduction of alien species through ballast water of oil tankers. Alien species introduced unintentionally form a serious threat to the economy of northern Norway as well as to coastal communities in Russia, says the UNEP report.

In response to the problems identified, the report recommends that new regulations for different sectors should be adopted and enforced, along
with rigorous adherence to existing international environmental agreements.

The report can be downloaded from the web at:
http://www.giwa.net/barentssea/

For more information, please contact: Robert Bisset, UNEP Spokesperson in Europe, on Tel: +33-1-4437-7613, Mobile: +33-6-2272-5842, E-mail:
robert.bisset@unep.fr. Eric Falt, Spokesperson/Director of UNEP's Division
of Communications and Public Information, on Tel: +254-20-62-3292, E-mail: eric.falt@unep.org or Nick Nuttall, UNEP Head of Media, on Tel: +254-20-
62-3084, Mobile: +254-733-632755, E-mail: nick.nuttall@unep.org.

At GIWA, contact: Elisabet Idermark, Information Officer, UNEP-Global International Waters Assessment, Kalmar, Sweden, on Tel: +46-480-44-7353, E-mail: info@giwa.net

Note to Editors. The Barents Sea report (Regional Assessment 11) was produced by an expert team established by UNEP GIWA. The team was
chaired by the Russian Academy of Science and Murmansk Marine Biological Institute in Murmansk and supported by Akvaplan-Niva and the Norwegian
College of Fisheries Science in Tromsö. This report has been funded by the Global Environment Facility and the Norwegian Government.

The GIWA assessment of the Barents Sea is part of a global comprehensive and systematic assessment of the environmental conditions and problems in
transboundary waters, led by UNEP. It comprises marine, coastal and land areas, including ground waters. The assessment is done in 66 transboundary water regions where teams of local experts focus on five major concerns,
including 22 specific water related problems. For more information about GIWA see http://www.giwa.net/
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Reuters

Barents Sea Under Threat from Fishing, Oil

By Inger Sethov 

STAVANGER, Norway (Reuters) - The Arctic Barents Sea is under threat from overfishing, oil and gas exploration and Soviet-era radioactive waste, the U.N. Environment Program said on Tuesday. 

	


Reuters Photo 



	
	 


It urged new regulations and strict enforcement to protect the fragile marine ecosystems north of Russia and Norway from the threats, also including invasive species brought from other regions and dumped by ships flushing out ballast tanks. 

Over-exploitation of fish stocks including cod and haddock is "the most alarming problem for the region at present," according to the UNEP report issued at an international oil conference in Stavanger, west Norway. 

The study, written with help from Russian and Norwegian scientists as part of a Global International Waters Assessment, said that pollution was the second biggest concern even though the Barents was still cleaner than other European seas. 

The survey pointed to wide risks linked to "the expansion of oil and gas industries in the region." 

"The increased exploration activities for petroleum resources in the Barents Sea, the offshore developments and the shipping of oil and gas along the coasts represent significant potential threats to this vulnerable Arctic ecosystem," UNEP head Klaus Toepfer said. 

Both Russia and Norway are aiming to exploit oil and gas, including the Snoehvit field off Norway due to start producing natural gas in 2006 and the Shtokman gas field off Russia. 

The report projected that development of these oil and gas deposits would increase oil transport to 40 million tonnes by the year 2020 and raise pressure on northern sea routes sixfold. 

PUFFINS 

Russia and Norway are the world's biggest oil exporters behind Saudi Arabia. Environmentalists want less focus on developing oil in the Barents and more on protecting creatures -- from puffins and cormorants to seals and killer whales. 

A surge in oil prices this year makes it more attractive for companies to explore in high cost areas like the Barents Sea. 

The report suggested "development of safety plans to prevent accidental oil spills, and contingency plans to respond to accidents." 

The report also urges better long-term efforts to dispose of stored nuclear waste around the Russian city of Murmansk, once the base of the mighty Soviet Northern Fleet and now the site of "more radioactive waste than any other region of the world." 

Invasive species were also a threat to the Barents ecosystem, both from ballast water and the Red King crab introduced in a Stalin-era scheme to bring a new type of food from the region from the Pacific Ocean. 

The Red King crab population has exploded in recent years. 

"We read the report as a strong critique of Russia and Norway," said Dag Nagoda of the WWF environmental group. He said the nations should set far stricter fishing quotas, set up petroleum-free zones and force ships to sail further from the coasts. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 
ABC News


Aug. 24, 2004 — By Inger Sethov 

Barents Sea Under Threat from Fishing, Oil

STAVANGER, Norway (Reuters) - The Arctic Barents Sea is under threat from overfishing, oil and gas exploration and Soviet-era radioactive waste, the U.N. Environment Program said on Tuesday.

It urged new regulations and strict enforcement to protect the fragile marine ecosystems north of Russia and Norway from the threats, also including invasive species brought from other regions and dumped by ships flushing out ballast tanks.

Over-exploitation of fish stocks including cod and haddock is "the most alarming problem for the region at present," according to the UNEP report issued at an international oil conference in Stavanger, west Norway.

The study, written with help from Russian and Norwegian scientists as part of a Global International Waters Assessment, said that pollution was the second biggest concern even though the Barents was still cleaner than other European seas.

The survey pointed to wide risks linked to "the expansion of oil and gas industries in the region."

"The increased exploration activities for petroleum resources in the Barents Sea, the offshore developments and the shipping of oil and gas along the coasts represent significant potential threats to this vulnerable Arctic ecosystem," UNEP head Klaus Toepfer said.

Both Russia and Norway are aiming to exploit oil and gas, including the Snoehvit field off Norway due to start producing natural gas in 2006 and the Shtokman gas field off Russia.

The report projected that development of these oil and gas deposits would increase oil transport to 40 million tonnes by the year 2020 and raise pressure on northern sea routes sixfold. 

PUFFINS

Russia and Norway are the world's biggest oil exporters behind Saudi Arabia. Environmentalists want less focus on developing oil in the Barents and more on protecting creatures -- from puffins and cormorants to seals and killer whales.

A surge in oil prices this year makes it more attractive for companies to explore in high cost areas like the Barents Sea.

The report suggested "development of safety plans to prevent accidental oil spills, and contingency plans to respond to accidents."

The report also urges better long-term efforts to dispose of stored nuclear waste around the Russian city of Murmansk, once the base of the mighty Soviet Northern Fleet and now the site of "more radioactive waste than any other region of the world."

Invasive species were also a threat to the Barents ecosystem, both from ballast water and the Red King crab introduced in a Stalin-era scheme to bring a new type of food from the region from the Pacific Ocean.

The Red King crab population has exploded in recent years.

"We read the report as a strong critique of Russia and Norway," said Dag Nagoda of the WWF environmental group. He said the nations should set far stricter fishing quotas, set up petroleum-free zones and force ships to sail further from the coasts
The Mail & Guardian
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Japan to help restore Iraq's marshlands
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Tokyo, Japan, Aug. 24 (UPI) -- Japan will provide most of the funds for a project to restore endangered marshlands in southern Iraq, the Yomiuri Shimbun said Tuesday. 

The U.N. Environment Program, or UNEP, will hold a meeting in Amman, Jordan next month, to be attended by Japan, Italy, the United States and international agencies. 

The Amman meeting will discuss the state of the marshlands, which are reportedly in danger of disappearing altogether, and the technical measures required to restore them. 

Japan will provide environmental protection technology as well as necessary funds to develop human resources in the environmental field. 

UNEP will use $11 million of the money Japan provided to an international trust fund for the reconstruction of Iraq to start work on restoring the marshlands, construct water purification facilities and train marshland stewards, the paper added.

_________________________________________________________________________________________

Greenwire
August 24, 2004 Tuesday

 Water pollution: fish advisories on the rise in the United States

BODY:


Marty Coyne, Greenwire senior reporter

Mercury contamination of the nation's lakes, rivers and coastal estuaries has reached an all-time high based on fish advisories issued by state governments and analyzed by the U.S. EPA, agency officials announced this morning. Meanwhile, PCBs, dioxin and other toxic chemicals also remain persistent in U.S. waters, resulting in degraded water quality and continued risk to public health.

EPA Administrator Mike Leavitt announced the findings at a press briefing at the agency's headquarters in Washington D.C., attributing the rise to increased monitoring and fish sampling by states. He noted that regulators face a daunting challenge with mercury because the pollutant comes from multiple sources and it is widely distributed throughout the environment. 

The number of river miles covered by fish advisories jumped by 35 percent, from 544,036 in 2002 to 846,310 in 2003. States also issued advisories for 14.2 million acres of lakes in 2003, up from 13.4 million in 2002. Leavitt said one factor behind the increase was that two large states -- Washington and Montana -- for the first time issued statewide advisories rather than warnings for specific waters.

Much of the nation's mercury emissions come from coal-fired industrial plants, where it is released into the air as a byproduct of coal combustion. Once emitted, elemental mercury settles back to the earth where it collects in waterways and undergoes a chemical transformation called methylation. Methylmercury, a toxic form of the metal, can then be taken up by certain fish species and passed onto humans who consume such fish.

The electric power sector is the largest domestic emitter of mercury (40 percent), according to EPA, but other industries -- such as industrial boilers (10 percent), waste incinerators and chlorine production (5 percent each) -- also release mercury in significant quantities.

At this morning's briefing, Leavitt emphasized that mercury is an element "has been in the water for centuries," adding that the trend with manmade mercury emissions has been downward. For example, mercury emissions from power plants dropped 45 percent -- from 220 tons to 120 tons -- between 1990 and 1999, he said. An EPA rule to cut utilities' mercury pollution further will be issued no later than March 2005, Leavitt said. Power plants currently emit about 48 tons of mercury per year.

Leavitt attributed some of the nation's mercury problem on factors beyond EPA's control, such as emissions that originate in other countries and travel to the United States on upper atmospheric air currents. "That's why this administration is trying to get the United Nations Environmental Programme to focus on mercury," Leavitt said. As of 1995, 53 percent of the mercury in the global pool came from Asia, according to UNEP.

EPA officials cautioned against an overreaction to the advisory data, which has grown as EPA obtains more information from states. "More advisories is not a big surprise because we're assessing more waters than we have before," said an agency spokeswoman, Cathy Milbourn.

States vary significantly in how fish advisory programs are set up and warnings issued. While monitoring of waterways and testing of fish are generally done by state environmental or wildlife agencies, advisories are issued by state public health officials. While most states post signs at popular fishing locations where mercury has been found in fish tissues, the number and specificity of such advisories vary state to state. Moreover, some advisories are specifically for mercury, while others may include warnings for PCBs, chlordane, dioxins and/or DDT. Leavitt said EPA, the Food and Drug Administration and states are in ongoing discussions about how to make state fish tissue assessments and advisory programs more consistent.

Leavitt stressed that the science of how mercury interacts with the environment is evolving, and he noted that one of the latest findings is that recently emitted mercury methylates faster than mercury that has been in the environment a long time.

The new advisory data follows the release of an EPA report in February showing that one in six U.S. women -- twice as many as previously thought -- have mercury blood levels high enough to expose an unborn child to neurological or developmental risks. At such a rate, 630,000 children born each year face the prospect of mercury-related health problems, according to the study (Greenwire, Feb. 5).

EPA also found mercury levels are higher in the umbilical cords of newborns compared with the mother's mercury blood levels, possibly because developing fetuses have more difficulty excreting the substance. Thus, mercury blood level of 3.5 parts per billion (ppb) in a pregnant woman could translate into a higher level for a fetus, even above EPA's safety threshold of 5.8 ppb, according to EPA scientist Kathryn Mahaffey.

In response to the growing concern about mercury, the Bush administration is weighing two approaches for reducing emissions of the metal. One approach, favored by environmentalists, calls for across-the-board caps on mercury emissions for each pollution source under what is known as a "maximum achievable control technology" (MACT) standard. The alternative approach, preferred by the administration, is a cap-and-trade program that would allow industrial facilities to bargain over mercury reductions as long as a broad, national emissions cap is met.

According to the administration officials, the cap-and-trade approach would reduce mercury emissions by 70 percent by gradually reducing emissions from the current 48 tons to 34 tons by 2010 and 15 tons by 2018. Leavitt has said the trading scenario will allow the utility industry to achieve significant environmental gains -- a 70 percent reduction from the current 48-ton annual level.

Mercury warnings also come with significant economic implications for the fishing and food processing industries and serve to counter many of the public health messages encouraging greater consumption of fish for its nutritional benefits. The seafood industry, for one, has criticized some recent studies on mercury and PCBs in fish, noting that significant exposure to mercury would require almost daily fish consumption of specific species.

Environmentalists, meanwhile, are also citing the economic downsides to mercury pollution due to the loss of recreational and sportfishing opportunities. More than 50 environmental groups from the Midwest claimed last week in a series of reports that mercury contamination in fish could cost four Midwestern states in excess of $1.8 billion annually (Greenwire, Aug. 18).

A 25 percent decrease in sportfishing in Minnesota, where water-based wildlife recreation represents a $2.8 billion industry, could cost the state $706 million annually and threaten 25,955 jobs, according to that state's report, distributed by the nonprofit Izaak Walton League of America. Similar sportfishing declines due to mercury pollution would cost Wisconsin $516 million, Ohio $308 million and Michigan $280 million annually, according to environmentalists.

Separately, the Environmental Working Group has sued FDA for its nationwide advisory that women limit fish consumption to 12 ounces per week to avoid mercury problems (Greenwire, Dec. 22, 2003). EWG claims that eating 12 ounces of certain kinds of fish -- such as albacore tuna, grouper or roughy -- could tip a woman's mercury levels above what EPA considers safe.
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Jakarta Post
August 24, 2004 Tuesday

Experts to discuss renewable energy, JAKARTA POST

BODY:
URL: http://www.thejakartapost.com/

JAKARTA: Former Indonesian environment minister and chairman of the World Summit on Sustainable Development Preparatory Council Prof. Emil Salim will join over 40 other experts on renewable energy at an environmental forum meeting, which will begin on Thursday in Stockholm, Sweden.

The three-day meeting, known as the Asia-Europe Environment Forum 3rd Roundtable, will focus on cooperation between Asia and Europe regarding renewable energy and business prospects in Asia in the fields of solar energy, wind power and other renewable energy technology, including clean development mechanism, the Asia-Europe Foundation (ASEF) said in a press release sent to The Jakarta Post on Monday.

The forum is coorganized by the ASEF, the Hanns Seidel Foundation, the Institute for Global Environmental Strategies and the United Nations Environment Program.
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Bloomberg.com

Norway to Consider Boosting Arctic Oil Exploration (Update1) 
Aug. 24 (Bloomberg) -- Norway, the world's third-biggest crude oil exporter, said it would consider exploring for the fuel in undeveloped Arctic waters as North Sea reserves fall and prices surge. 

``We will in the near future look at the possibility of increasing activity in the northern areas,'' Thorhild Widvey, Norway's oil and energy minister, said at a press conference in Stavanger, Norway. Widvey, who was named minister in June, declined to be more specific. 

Asia, North America and Europe are consuming more oil and natural gas and are looking for ways to diversify supply from the Middle East and Russia. U.S. President George Bush has said he would allow drilling in Alaska's Arctic National Wildlife Refuge. 

In December, Norway reopened parts of the Barents Sea to exploration, while prohibiting drilling at the Nordland 6 area in the Norwegian Sea further south. The state halted drilling in the Barents Sea in 2001 to study the environmental effects. 

Yesterday, Statoil ASA, Norway's largest oil company, urged the state to allow further drilling in the Barents Sea, where the company is developing its Snohvit natural-gas field. 

``The northern areas are critical for the development of the Norwegian continental shelf,'' Helge Lund, the chief executive at Statoil, said yesterday. ``We have an obligation to capitalize on our competence to develop this area. If we don't do this, the Russians will.'' 

More Revenue 

Additional fields would increase Norway's revenue from selling oil and gas. Norway's Petroleum Fund, set up to pay future health and pension expenses in Europe's second-richest country, grew 2.9 percent in the second quarter. 

The fund's assets rose to 942.4 billion kroner ($140 billion), or more than half the size of the nation's economy, at the end of June from 915.4 billion kroner on March 31, according to a statement handed out yesterday at a presentation in Oslo. 

The 1992 discovery of oil in the Norwegian Sea at the Norne field, which produces about 164,000 barrels daily, was Norway's last large oil find. Environmental groups and the country's fishing industry oppose drilling in the northern waters on concern over pollution in important spawning areas for fish. 

The Barents Sea is estimated to hold 4 billion standard cubic meters of oil, according to the Norwegian Oil Ministry. Norway, the world's third-largest oil exporter, pumps about 3.3 million barrels of oil and natural gas a day. 

 _________________________________________________________________________________________

25 August 2004

4x4s whip up a worldwide dust storm 
Dust storms emanating from the Sahara have increased tenfold in 50 years, contributing to climate change as well as threatening human health and destroying coral reefs thousands of kilometres away.

And one major cause is the replacement of the camel by four-wheel drive vehicles as the desert vehicle of choice.

Andrew Goudie, professor of geography at Oxford University, blames the process of Toyotarisation -- a coinage reflecting the near-ubiquitous desert use of Toyota Land Cruisers -- for destroying a thin crust of lichen and stones that has protected vast areas of the Sahara from the wind for centuries.

Four-wheel drive use, along with overgrazing and deforestation, were the major causes of the world's growing dust storm problem, the scale of which was much bigger than previously realised, Goudie, master of St Cross College, told the International Geographical Congress in Glasgow on Thursday.

"I am quite serious, you should look at deserts from the air, scarred all over by wheel tracks, people driving indiscriminately over the surface breaking it up. Toyotarisation is a major cause of dust storms. If I had my way I would ban them from driving off-road."

The problem has become so serious that an estimated 2-3-billion tons of dust is carried away on the wind each year. Storms in the Sahara transport dust high into the atmosphere and deposit it as far away as Greenland and the United States.

Britain was seeing increasing levels of "blood rain" in spring that came direct from the Sahara, Goudie said. From an aircraft over the Alps in summer it was possible to see the telltale colour of red dust on the mountains.

Although the storms are mainly particles of quartz, smaller than grains of sand, they also contain salt and quantities of pesticide and herbicide which can cause serious health problems. Microbe-laden dust from storms is also credited with carrying cattle diseases such as foot and mouth.

The world's largest single dust source is the Bodélé depression in Chad, between an ever-shrinking Lake Chad (now a twentieth of its size in the 1960s) and the Sahara. The depression releases 1 270-million tons of dust a year, 10 times more than when measurements began in 1947, according to Goudie's research.

Taking the whole Sahara, and the Sahel to the south, dust volumes had increased four to sixfold since the 1960s. Countries worst affected were Niger, Chad, northern Nigeria, Burkina Faso, and Mauritania, the research found.

Smothering of coral reefs 

But the effects went far beyond. In the Caribbean, scientists had directly linked the death of coral reefs to smothering by dust which had travelled 4 800km.

African dust had also found its way to Greenland, Goudie said. While white ice reflected sunlight and remains frozen, the dark dust on top absorbed the sun's heat, causing the ice to melt and accelerating the raising of sea levels.

Goudie said it was as yet uncertain what other effects the dust was having on the climate. The airborne dust both reflected sunlight back into space and blanketed the earth holding the heat in. When it dropped in the sea it fertilised the plankton which absorbed carbon dioxide and cooled the ocean surface, creating fewer clouds and less rain -- a vicious circle which made the dust problem worse.

Where the dust source was the dried-up bed of a salt lake or sea, salt deposited from the storms could ruin agricultural land, leading to more deserts and more dust. There might be more serious consequences for human health emerging elsewhere in the world.

The Aral Sea in central Asia had almost dried up, according to the research. Its inflowing rivers were used for irrigating cotton, causing the seabed to be contaminated by pesticide toxins which were now being blown about in the dust. People who have breathed in the dust have serious allergic reactions.

Goudie also warned that climate change might cause dust problems to return to the US prairies. While improved agricultural practices, wind breaks and higher rainfall had cured the Dust Bowl of the 1930s (immortalised in John Steinbeck's novel the Grapes of Wrath), the conditions were once again similar. Dust storms were now common in the US and could lead to a disease, Valley Fever, an allergic reaction to pesticides in the dust which caused inflammation of the nose and throat, killing several people a year.

In China, extensive efforts had been made to plant trees to hold back the dust, and increases in rainfall had also helped, the study found. However, large dust storms were still emanating from the vast deserts in the north, which included the Lopnor nuclear test site -- raising fears that storms could interfere with the 2008 Olympics in Beijing and might contain radioactive particles. The Chinese have said they were confident this would not happen.

Choking storms hit far and wide 

  Dust storms are typically 200km wide and carry 20 to 30-million tons of dust. Some carry up to 100-million tonnes

  Worldwide dust in the atmosphere is predicted to be 2-billion-3-billion tons this year

  Florida receives more than 50% of the African dust that hits the US, causing increased respiratory problems

  Mauritania, which had two dust storms a year in the early 1960s, now has 80 a year

  The worst dust storm to reach Britain was in 1903 when an estimated 10-million tons landed from the Sahara - Guardian Unlimited © Guardian Newspapers Limited 2004 
________________________________________________________________________________________

Reuters

Fishing Warnings Up Due to Mercury Pollution - EPA
WASHINGTON - Americans were cautioned about eating fish from more than one-third of U.S. lakes and nearly one-fourth of its rivers last year due to pollution from mercury and other chemicals, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency said on Tuesday. 

Nationwide, about 102,000 lakes and about 846,000 river miles were under fishing advisories in 2003, the EPA said in its annual report. 

Fishing advisories are issued by states if high concentrations of mercury, dioxin, DDT or three dozen other chemicals harmful to humans are found in local fish. The advisories range from an outright ban on all fishing to restrictions on certain species or sizes of fish. 

Most of the new fishing advisories issued last year were due to mercury pollution from coal-fired utilities, the EPA said. Mercury emissions in the air can pollute nearby streams and lakes, contaminating local fish. 

The EPA and the Food and Drug Administration recently advised pregnant women, nursing mothers and young children to avoid some types of fish that may contain higher levels of mercury which is harmful to developing nervous systems. 

In 2003, 48 states, the District of Columbia and American Samoa issued 3,094 fish advisories, 280 more than the previous year, the EPA said. "With these additions, 35 percent of the total lake acres and 24 percent of the river miles in the nation are now under advisory," it said. 

The nation's 1,100 coal-burning utility plants emit about 48 tons of mercury annually, the largest unregulated U.S. source of the toxic substance. 

The Bush administration proposed earlier this year to require utilities to cut mercury emissions by 70 percent by 2018, a deadline that Democrats say is too generous to the industry and too risky for public health. 

The number of river miles under fishing advisories was up by 9 percent in 2003, with lake acreage up 2 percent, the EPA said. 

Story Date: 25/8/2004 
__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

ROAP Media Update – 25 August 2004

UN or UNEP in the news

Experts to discuss renewable energy
Jakarta Post, Indonesia – 24 August 22004 - The forum is coorganized by the ASEF, the Hanns Seidel Foundation, the Institute for Global Environmental Strategies and the UnitedNationsEnvironment Program ...
Japan to help restore Iraq's marshlands   
Big News Network.com, Australia, 24 August 2004 - Japan will provide most of the funds for a project to restore endangered marshlands in southern Iraq, the Yomiuri Shimbun said Tuesday.
The U.N. Environment Program, or UNEP, will hold a meeting in Amman, Jordan next month, to be attended by Japan, Italy, the United States and international agencies.
http://feeds.bignewsnetwork.com/?sid=f792c87f69ef3a4a 


Firms get tools to protect ozone 
The Jakarta Post, 24 August 2004 - JAKARTA: The Office of the State Minister for the Environment and the United Nations Development Program (UNDP) handed over on Monday equipment to enable 13 refrigerator producers to adopt an ozone-friendly production process.
The companies -- located in Batam, Medan, Tanjung Pinang and Greater Jakarta -- have committed to not using chlorofluorocarbons (CFS) in their products.
http://www.thejakartapost.com/detailnational.asp?fileid=20040824.H02&irec=12 

General Environment News

Haze could worsen next month: Govt 
National News - August 23, 2004 - Abdul Khalik, The Jakarta Post/Jakarta - Haze from forest fires that delayed several flights in Pontianak on Saturday could worsen in Kalimantan and Sumatra provinces next month due to a lack of rain and continued land clearing, officials here warned on Sunday.
The officials blamed local administrations in Sumatra and Kalimantan for not taking tough measures to prohibit residents from burning forests to clear land for farming. 
"Our office cannot do anything but warn local administrations that it is their responsibility to seriously tackle the problem in their own areas," Sudariyono, the deputy minister for ecosystem maintenance at the Office of the State Minister for the Environment, said. 
http://www.thejakartapost.com/yesterdaydetail.asp?fileid=20040823.C01 

40 tonnes of stolen coral reef seized in South China province 

Press Trust of India, Beijing, August 23 - Two truckloads of stolen coral reef, 40 tonnes in total, have been seized in Haikou city of the southern tropical island province of Hainan.

Police said that the illegally picked coral reef has been put back into the South China Sea immediately so that they could stay alive.

On Friday morning, the police set an ambush at the Nanbei Truck parking lot on Qiuhai Road of Haikou city after they were told that two trucks loaded with coral reef would arrive from the coastal city of Sanya in the southern tip of the island province.

One hour later, two trucks drove into the parking lot. Both drivers claimed they were transporting rocks at about $7.2 per tonne. However, policemen found that all goods packed in white sacks on the trucks were coral reef, Xinhua news agency reported.

As the cargo owners didn't show up at the scene, no clues were available to determine where the coral reef had come from. Police investigation is underway.
http://www.hindustantimes.com/news/181_964735,00050004.htm 

*****************************

UNEP China Office’s input to ROAP media update –25 August 2004

General Environment News

Giant pandas to have larger habitat at "No. 1 home place"

Xinhuanet 2004-08-25

Baoxing county, in southwest China's Sichuan province, plans to spend 180 million yuan (about 21.8 million US dollars) to build a giant panda protection and tourism zone. With a designated area of 1,200 sq km, the Baoxing Jiajin Mountain Giant Panda Ecological Tourism Zone will comprise the state-level Fengtongzhai giant panda nature reserve, a safari park,a station for panda observation and a state forest park.. …About 1,590 giant pandas still live in the wild, mostly in the high mountains around Sichuan Basin, and 160 live in captivity. The central and provincial governments have invested 160 million yuan (nearly 20 million US dollars) into panda protection programs since 1992. China built its first natural preserve for giant pandas and began to ban poaching in the 1950s. The pandas have been under state protection since 1962.

http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2004-08/25/content_1879551.htm
Antelope protection stepped up

Xinhuanet 2004-08-25

A trans-regional patrol and anti-poaching mechanism will be set up to protect one of the country's most endangered species, the Tibetan antelope. Forestry officials from Qinghai Province, Tibet and the Xinjiang Uygur autonomous regions have agreed to establish an anti-poaching and information-sharing system. The agreement was signed recently in Xining, capital of Northwest China's Qinghai Province. 

http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2004-08/25/content_1879457.htm
Huaihe River still vulnerable to pollution
China Daily 2004-08-23

Pollution in the Huaihe River could rebound without constant supervision, say local environment officials. The Huaihe, the country's third longest river, supplies water to some 165 million people in Henan, Hubei, Anhui and Jiangsu provinces in Central and East China. Ten years ago, seeing that the river was heavily polluted, the Chinese Government launched a campaign to clean it up. 

While some progress has been made, local environment officials say the river is still very vulnerable. 

http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/english/doc/2004-08/23/content_367784.htm
China predicts rosy prospect for renewable energy development

People’s Daily 2004-08-20

Under the background of international crude oil price instability and limits on usage of electric power domestically, Chinese energy experts agreed that China has great potential to develop renewable energy. According to the plan by 2015, China will annually develop new and renewable energy resources amounting to 43 million tons of coal equivalent (TCE), or 2 percent of the country's total energy consumption. But experts also acknowledged that the overall development of renewable energy in China is still at a low level. The country should encourage the technological upgrading and mechanism improvement to help promote the rapid development of the sector, noted the China Energy Research Association.

__________________________________________________________________________________________
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T U E S D A Y    H I G H L I G H T S
*
UN observes latest round of peace talks between Sudan and Darfur rebel groups

*
Iraq: top envoy discusses UN role in rehabilitation and reconstruction efforts 

*
Annan calls on Israel to cease West Bank settlement expansion

*
Timor-Leste will require financial support over long-term – UN official

*
UN health and children’s agencies join forces against meningitis in Burundi

*
Colombians displaced by conflict face new threats, UN refugee agency warns

*
Polio spreads to more African countries due to Nigerian halt in immunization   

*
Current locust crisis in sub-Saharan Africa potentially worse than 1987-89 plague

*
UN food agency hails end to Indonesia’s ban on humanitarian rice imports

*
New oil operations in Barents Sea could compound pollution problems, UN warns

*
UN nuclear watchdog urges speeding shipment of radioactive lifesaving isotopes  

*
Liberia: UNICEF chief reviews efforts to aid war-traumatized children 

*
Kosovo’s ethnic minorities need continuing protection, UN refugee agency warns

*
UNICEF strikes gold with top racing Ethiopian Goodwill Ambassador

*
UN will award annual public health fellowships in $5 million programme

* * * *
Sudan

24 August – The United Nations is taking part in talks in Nigeria between the Sudanese Government and two rebel groups from the war-torn Darfur region in a bid to resolve the conflict that has created what has been widely described as the world’s worst current humanitarian crisis.

Mohamed Sahnoun, the Secretary-General’s Special Adviser on Africa, is representing the UN, which has observer status in the talks convened by the African Union (AU), UN spokesman Stephane Dujarric said today.

This week’s meeting in Abuja, the Nigerian capital, is a follow-up to talks in Addis Ababa in June between Khartoum and the two rebel groups, the Sudan Liberation Movement/Army (SLM/A) and the Justice and Equality Movement (JEM).

Jan Pronk, the most senior UN envoy on Sudan, also discussed the situation in Darfur when he met today in Khartoum with British Foreign Secretary Jack Straw, who is visiting the country.

Mr. Pronk, who is Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s Special Representative for Sudan, and Mr. Straw focused on the upcoming mission to Darfur by a delegation from the Joint Implementation Mechanism (JIM) – a body set up by the UN and Khartoum after Mr. Annan visited the country in July.

More than 1.2 million people are internally displaced within Darfur and another 200,000 are refugees in neighbouring Chad, mainly because of attacks by Janjaweed militias, who are allied to the Sudanese Government forces fighting the rebel groups.

JIM was set up to make sure the UN and Khartoum implement their promises, especially Khartoum’s pledges to disarm the Janjaweed and restore security for the vast population of vulnerable IDPs.

In other developments:

· Mr. Pronk and Mr. Straw also discussed the peace talks taking place in Naivasha, Kenya, between the Sudanese Government and the Sudan People’s Liberation Movement (SPLM) in a bid to end the separate, 21-year civil war in the country’s south.

· The Sudanese Government has sent a high-level delegation to the West Darfur town of Masteri to probe last week’s reports from the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) that a fresh batch of 30,000 people from Darfur are considering fleeing to Chad.

* * * 

Iraq

24 August – The top United Nations envoy for Iraq, continuing his first visit to the country’ since his appointment last month, today discussed the world body’s role in reconstruction and development efforts with senior officials of the Interim Government.

Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s Special Representative Ashraf Qazi and Planning Minister Mahdi al-Hafez focused on reconstruction efforts in cities like Najaf and Al-Sadr city in Baghdad, the scene of fierce fighting in recent days. “Unemployment and poverty lead to the proliferation of crime and terrorism,” Mr. al-Hafez said.

The two also discussed the Government’s development priorities, with the minister calling for an active UN role in his country’s reconstruction and rehabilitation programme as well as in the transitional political process. Iraq’s Minister of State Kassim Daoud attended the meeting.

Mr. Qazi pledged the full support of the UN Assistance Mission in Iraq (UNAMI) to support the Iraqi people in cooperation with the interim government, security circumstances permitting.

Also on the agenda was UN assistance in the process leading up to general elections slated to be held over the course of 2005.

Yesterday Interim Prime Minister Iyad Allawi requested that the UN envoy assist in preparing for a national conference that would focus on the acute social and economic problems in poverty-affected areas in Iraq’s major cities.

* * *

Middle East

24 August – United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today called on Israel to cease its recently reported expansion of West Bank settlements, calling the practice a clear contradiction of the country’s obligations under the Road Map peace plan that provides for the establishment of two states – Israel and Palestine – by 2005.

“The Secretary-General expresses strong concern over reports of Israeli settlement expansion in the West Bank, through the Government of Israel’s recent publication of tenders for construction of new housing units,” a statement issued by his spokesman said. 

Such activities “clearly contradict Israel’s obligations under the Road Map” which unequivocally calls for a freeze on all settlement activity, the spokesman noted, pointing out that this also covers what is called “natural growth,” namely the construction of housing within the existing boundaries of a given settlement.

The Secretary-General called on the Israeli Government to cease this settlement expansion and to fulfil its Road Map obligations.

The Road Map, sponsored by the UN, European Union, Russian Federation and United States, calls for a series of parallel and reciprocal steps leading to two States living side-by-side in peace by the end of next year.

* * * 

Timor-Leste

24 August – Timor-Leste has been stable and largely peaceful since the Government took over responsibility for security from the United Nations mission there, but the youngest UN Member State will need international support in the period ahead, a senior UN official told the Security Council today.

Introducing Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s latest report on the UN Mission of Support in East Timor (UNMISET), Assistant Secretary-General for Peacekeeping Operations Hédi Annabi said four instances of fighting between armed groups in the last 10 days had underscored the need for a legal framework to regulate their activities.

Similarly, Mr. Annabi said demonstrations in mid-July raised concern about the situation of local veterans, spurring efforts to formulate a policy on their situation.

The report says the veterans’ groups “made political demands related to the composition of the national police and the resignation of certain Government ministers.” During protests on 19 July some 120 people assembled in front of the Government building in Dili. The demonstration continued until it was dispersed the following day by police officers using tear gas.

Commenting on the democratic process, the peacekeeping official said some 400,000 voters have been registered for the election of village chiefs and village-level political bodies, but the appointment of a Povedor, or senior official, in charge of Human Rights and Justice was being delayed because none of the three candidates had obtained a parliamentary majority. New nominations are being invited.

In response to a question about the Indonesian Appeals Court’s decision to overturn convictions of Indonesian officials for serious crimes during anti-independence violence in Timor-Leste in 1999, Mr. Annabi said he had asked the High Commissioner for Human Rights to probe the legal processes for dealing with serious crimes in both countries. That report is due by early October.

During the Council’s discussion of the report, Timor-Leste Ambassador Jose Luis Guteres said the July demonstration showed that the local police needed more training and he appealed for more help from the international community.

On the question of a land border between his country and Indonesia’s West Timor, efforts were being made to conclude an agreement in the coming months, while his country and Australia were scheduled to begin negotiations on delimiting a maritime border in September.

The maritime border discussion concerns oil and gas fields in the Timor Sea.

* * *

Burundi

24 August – Seeking to beat back an outbreak of meningitis in northern Burundi, two United Nations agencies are backing a vaccination campaign which has been extended to two areas where six people died and over a dozen others were hospitalized last week.

The World Health Organization (WHO) said it provided vaccines and logistical support as more than 251,000 people were vaccinated in the north in the past month. The UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) trained vaccinators and contributed fuel for vehicles to transport the vaccines.

Meanwhile, the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) said it was preparing to move the first of some 20,000 Congolese refugees living in the insecure Rugombo and Karurama transit centres in western Burundi’s Cibitoke province, near the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), to a camp deeper inside Burundi.

The first group of up to 1,200 will go to an existing refugee camp at Gasorwe in northeastern Burundi which already houses 8,000 Congolese refugees.

Earlier this month, some 160 people were massacred and another 100 injured at Gatumba border transit camp. The tragedy drove home the urgency of relocation even to those refugees who had hoped to go home soon and so had been reluctant to move within Burundi. A number of them have since moved to schools in the capital, Bujumbura.

“Some remain understandably and deeply affected by the horrific ordeal and others are anxious about security at the new sites,” UNHCR spokesman Ron Redmond told a news briefing in Geneva today. “Many have families in hospital and want to remain close to their loved ones.”

UNHCR and its partner non-governmental organizations (NGOs) were preparing shelter, food, water, sanitation and other services in two newly allocated sites for the rest of the refugees at Gisozi in Mwaro province and Giharo in Rutana province, both in the east of Burundi.

* * *
Colombia

24 August – Officials from the United Nations refugee agency have met Colombian lawmakers to discuss how to improve the human rights situation around the capital, Bogotá, where tens of thousands of people displaced by its civil war are facing renewed threats of violence and even murder.

Irregular armed groups are conducting violent attacks on the swelling numbers of internally displaced persons (IDPs) living in the suburbs of Bogotá and in the surrounding areas, especially the region known as Altos de Cazuca, Colombian legislators have told officials working for the agency (UNHCR).

Last Thursday UNHCR and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) participated in public hearings on the situation in Altos de Cazuca organized by the human rights commissions of Colombia’s two houses of parliament.

Estimates vary but between 2 and 3.5 million people are thought to be displaced within Colombia, which has endured a decades-long civil war. Many have moved to Bogotá and nearby areas because of their relative safety, but these regions are also extremely deprived and the IDPs find it difficult to integrate.

Official data shows that Altos de Cazuca, which already has one of the highest rates of violent deaths in all of Colombia, is experiencing an increase in the number of murders. The armed groups appear to be able to operate with impunity.

UNHCR’s Representative in Colombia, Roberto Meier, said “it would appear that the conflict is following its victims.” Calling for improved security for the IDPs, he said it was also important they receive greater access to education and health services so they can better integrate into the local community.

* * *

Polio

24 August – The polio outbreak that originated in northern Nigeria after suspension there of immunization last year has now spread to 12 other countries, underscoring the threat of a major epidemic across West and Central Africa and the urgent need to fill a $100-million funding gap, the United Nations health agency warned today.

The Global Polio Eradication Initiative – spearheaded by the UN World Health Organization (WHO), the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF), Rotary International and the United States Centers for Disease Control and Prevention – today confirmed fresh infections in Guinea and Mali as well as three new cases in the Darfur region of Sudan. 

The news comes just two weeks after immunization resumed in the northern Nigerian state of Kano, the last to do so, where concern among public figures over the vaccine’s safety, including rumours that it was contaminated by the HIV virus or could sterilize young girls, had prompted the suspension.

This halt led to the spread of the disease, which once paralyzed hundreds of thousands of children worldwide, to other previously virus-free countries and warnings that sub-Saharan Africa was on the verge of the largest polio epidemic in recent history.

The new cases were reported as preparations intensified for a series of synchronized mass polio immunization campaigns in 22 countries, drawn up by African Union (AU) officials for October and November in an effort to reach more than 74 million children under the age of five.

The Global Polio Eradication Initiative warned, however, that these preparations and additional, synchronized rounds next year were being seriously compromised by an ongoing funding shortfall of $100 million.

The Global Initiative hopes to relegate the disease to the history books by 2005. The poliovirus is now endemic in only six countries – Nigeria, India, Pakistan, Niger, Afghanistan and Egypt – down from over 125 when the Initiative was launched in 1988.

* * *

Locusts

24 August – The current locust invasion in the Sahel region of Africa bordering the Sahara is potentially worse than the last plague of 1987-89, with some experts warning of famine and death in rural areas, the United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) said today.

The agency had so far received only $16 million in answer to its urgent appeals for international aid to combat the crop-devouring insects – less than a sixth of the $100 million that has so far been sought, OCHA spokesperson Elizabeth Byrs told a news briefing in Geneva. The 1987-89 plague cost the international community $300 million.

Although the current crisis has not yet reached the level of the previous invasion, it differs from that one in that it is occurring at the time of seed planting instead of harvesting.

“If the international community fails to respond to the alarming financial and logistical needs to combat the invasion this crisis will have even more serious consequences than the previous one,” OCHA quoted Ousseynou Diop of the Office for the protection of agricultural produce for Senegal as saying.

“This locust invasion risks to produce detrimental consequences for food security for the population in the Sahel zone and some experts are warning of famine,” OCHA said. 

“Situations could be life-threatening for populations in the rural areas, leading to a possible impact on urban populations as rural exodus into cities would add pressure, decline in macro-economic performance and eventually more fragile social situations that could translate into political instability,” it added. “The locust invasion is in essence a subregional threat against human security and only a regionally coordinated response can unite available resources and halt the invasion.”

The OCHA report is the latest in a series of warnings by UN agencies. The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) reported last week that locusts had arrived in Mauritania, Mali and Niger, with the threat of serious damage hanging over several other countries.

With a tiny fraction of the average swarm capable of eating as much food in one day as 2,500 people, FAO has throughout the year issued urgent appeals for international aid to stop the situation from developing into a plague. Since July-August 2003, favourable ecological conditions and the regularity of rainfalls in particular have allowed for a more rapid reproduction of locusts in the Sahel.

* * *

Indonesia

24 August – Welcoming Indonesia’s decision to exempt humanitarian agencies from its ban on rice imports, the United Nations World Food Programme today said that millions of poor Indonesians are now guaranteed the delivery of urgently needed assistance.

The decision followed talks between the agency and the Government on the issue. WFP Representative Mohamed Saleheen said it paves the way for the resumption of feeding operations for 1.7 million people – mostly malnourished mothers and their infants – in the vast Southeast Asian country. 

“As they are among the poorest and most fragile people in Indonesia, they cannot afford the risk of an interruption in their food aid support,” he said.

The exemption of the rice ban for humanitarian purposes comes six months after the Government stopped all rice imports in an effort to protect local farmers. Nearly 12,000 metric tons of rice destined for hungry Indonesians was held in warehouses and ports while additional aid shipments had to be diverted to other destinations.

Most of the rice granted the exemption is destined for a subsidy programme for 1.7 million Indonesians who live in desperately poor slums.  WFP had drawn on its existing in country stocks for them until the end of June. When they ran out, the agency borrowed rice from the Indonesian Government.

* * *

Barents Sea

24 August – Despite existing regulations and controls, the Arctic region’s Barents Sea is being over-fished and endangered by massive nuclear waste storage, while expanded oil and gas operations could further pollute the area, the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) said today.

A UNEP report released in Stavanger, Norway, notes the absence of long-term planning to tackle the over-fishing of cod and haddock, as well as the problems arising from the intentional introduction of the Red King Crab, which may lead to a reduction of non-commercial species.

Other threats to the unique Barents Sea Arctic ecosystem include a projected six-fold increase in oil and gas transportation, possibly raising oil transport from the Arctic Shelf to 40 million tons a year. “The increased exploration activities for petroleum resources in the Barents Sea, the offshore developments and the shipping of oil and gas along the coasts represent significant potential threats to this vulnerable Arctic ecosystem,” UNEP chief Klaus Toepfer said.

Further compounding these problems are the presence of the world’s largest radioactive waste storage system in the Murmansk region, and the unintentional introduction of alien biological species by oil tankers.

The report recommends that new regulations for different sectors should be devised, adopted and enforced and that the affected countries should adhere rigorously to international environmental agreements.

The expert team producing the report was established by UNEP’s Global International Waters Assessment (GIWA) and chaired by the Russian Academy of Science and the Murmansk Marine Biological Institute.

It was supported by Akvaplan-Niva environmental and aquaculture consultants and the Norwegian College of Fisheries Science in Tromsø and was funded by the Global Environment Facility and the Norwegian Government.

* * *

IAEA

24 August – With doctors and patients in many countries facing increasing problems in receiving lifesaving isotopes for a range of illnesses due to denials or delays in shipping radioactive materials, often for security reasons, the United Nations nuclear watchdog agency is calling for a revamp of the system to speed up delivery.

“If an airline refuses to take a shipment, or is unable to take a shipment, then this increases the prospect of someone missing a cancer treatment,” the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) Unit Leader for Radiation, Transport and Waste Safety, Michael Wangler, said of airline restrictions on radioactive materials.

“There is a risk that if more airlines do deny, particularly where few airlines serve key regions, then this does raise a serious issue,” he added. “It potentially means that medical clinics and hospitals in specific areas are at risk from being shutout for shipment.”

The IAEA has hosted two meetings of experts on the issue so far this year and its General Conference will consider related recommendations and proposed actions in September. 

Most countries around the world import isotopes for medical purposes, including treating cancer, diagnosing heart attacks or sterilizing equipment. Hospitals and clinics depend on these international shipments to arrive on time, particularly if the isotope has a short half-life and must be sent by air.

Industry representatives have told the IAEA of increasing difficulties in delivering lifesaving isotopes that require urgent international transport. The precise number of denials occurring worldwide is not known.

“Radioactive materials are very safely transported, based on standards developed by the IAEA which have been operating for 43 years,” Mr. Wangler said. “What the current regulatory system lacks are special provisions to facilitate the rapid distribution of medical isotopes when warranted.”

* * *

Liberia

24 August – United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) head Carol Bellamy is on a three-day visit to Liberia to assess progress in reintegrating thousands of youngsters who were abducted, recruited as soldiers or sex slaves and otherwise exploited in the 15-war civil war that tore the West African country apart.

Ms. Bellamy will talk to demobilized children now living at a UNICEF-supported interim care centre while efforts to trace their families are underway. She is also scheduled to visit a child-friendly space in a camp for internally displaced people, a drop-in centre for sexually abused children, as well as a vocational training programme.

During the war, an estimated 15,000 children were forcibly abducted or recruited as soldiers, cooks, sex slaves and porters.

Ms. Bellamy is to meet with the Chairman of the National Transitional Government, Charles Gyude Bryant, as well as the senior UN envoy to the country, Jacques Paul Klein, government ministers, aid agencies, non-governmental organizations and donors.

The UN Mission in Liberia (UNMIL), with some 16,000 troops and police on the ground, is supporting a ceasefire and peace process between former President Charles Taylor’s forces and two major opposition groups in preparation for elections next year. It is also promoting humanitarian activities.

* * *

Kosovo

24 August – Highlighting a surge in the number of murders of Kosovo Serbs over the past year, the United Nations refugee agency has issued three linked reports showing that inter-ethnic relations in the troubled province are so fragile that minority groups continue to need international protection from the threat of violence.

The reports from UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) indicate that Kosovo’s minority groups are at risk of attacks ranging from acts of stone-throwing to violent assaults, forcible displacement and even murder.

Briefing reporters today in Geneva, UNHCR spokesman Ron Redmond said the series of reports show that 12 Serbs were killed between January and November last year, compared to five for all of 2002. 

Then, in mid-March this year, Kosovo’s ethnic tensions spilled over into several days of public violence and riots. During that period at least 19 people were killed and hundreds of others were injured, while many homes, churches, monasteries and other buildings of significance to minorities were damaged and destroyed.

Mr. Redmond said the events of March led UNHCR to conclude in one of the reports that Kosovo’s minorities, especially its Serbs, Roma, Ashkaeli and Egyptians, need further protection from the international community.

Mr. Redmond said some Kosovo Albanians also need protection, including those in ethnically mixed marriages and people considered to have associated with Serbian authorities before 1999.

The reports also argued that it is not reasonable to forcibly return members of Kosovo’s minority groups to other regions of Serbia and Montenegro, citing the hardships facing many of the tens of thousands of internally displaced persons (IDPs) already living there.

There has only been a small amount of voluntary returns within Serbia and Montenegro since 1999. About 1,030 people have returned to their homes so far this year, bringing the total to nearly 11,000.

Kosovo’s permanent future status has not yet been determined. Since 1999, the UN Interim Administration Mission in Kosovo (UNMIK) has been helping the people of the province to establish a UN-led interim civilian administration under which they can progressively enjoy substantial autonomy.

* * *

HIV/AIDS

24 August – The United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) has struck gold with its Ethiopian Goodwill Ambassador for Orphans and Vulnerable Children in its battle to end stigma attaching to HIV/AIDS.

Kenenisa Bekele, who signed on as Goodwill Ambassador just before flying off to Athens for the Olympic Games, won the gold medal in the 10,000 meters race last Friday.

“As UNICEF’s newest Goodwill Ambassador, Kenenisa is using his talent and fame to help us highlight the serious situation affecting orphans and vulnerable children in Ethiopia while helping us end stigma and discrimination for those infected and affected by HIV/AIDS,” UNICEF Representative Bjorn Ljungqvist said in Addis Ababa, the Ethiopian capital.

Between 2001 and 2003, the figure of children orphaned due to AIDS worldwide rose from 11.5 million to 15 million. According to international estimates there are approximately 3.8 million orphans in Ethiopia in 2001. That figure is expected to rise to 4.4 million by 2005. 

Berhane Adere, UNICEF Ethiopia’s other Goodwill Ambassador promoting Girls’ Education, had been expected to compete in the women’s 10,000 metre final on Friday.  She has been working with UNICEF to eliminate gender disparities within Ethiopia’s schools so that the country can reach its goal of education for all children by 2015.

* * *

Public Health

24 August – The United Nations health agency today announced plans to train as many as 10 young people each year dedicated to improving public health, including upgrading responses to epidemics and other widespread health emergencies, especially in developing countries.

The World Health Organization (WHO), with a special $5 million grant from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, today said it will train people younger than 38 years who already hold an advanced public health-related degree. At least half will be women and 80 per cent from developing countries.

WHO Director-General Dr Lee Jong-wook said the programme comes in response to growing needs.  “In the face of today’s global challenges of poverty, inequities, disease and epidemics, there is an increasing demand for dynamic health leaders with sound technical skills,” he noted.

The trainees will work at WHO’s Geneva headquarters, as well as in the agency’s field offices, developing various skills. At the end of their training, participants will be encouraged to work in international organizations, government health ministries or with non-governmental organizations (NGOs), the agency said.

Applications are now being sought and courses will start early in 2005.

* *** *

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

daily press briefing by the office of the spokesman for the Secretary-General
Following is a near-verbatim transcript of today’s noon briefing by Stéphane Dujarric, Associate Spokesman for Secretary-General Kofi Annan.

Good afternoon.  Starting off with Iraq.
**Iraq
TheSecretary-General’s Special Representativein Iraq, Ashraf Qazi, today met with the country's Minister of Planning in Baghdad to discuss the United Nations role in assisting the Iraqi authorities in the reconstruction efforts that focus on cities like Najaf and Al Thawra city, also known as Al-Sadr city, near Baghdad, where the Planning Minister said “unemployment and poverty lead to the proliferation of crime and terrorism”. 
Qazi also discussed with Planning Minister Mahdi al-Hafez the Iraqi Interim Government’s development priorities.  The Minister called for an active United Nations role in his country’s reconstruction and rehabilitation programme, as well as the transitional political process.  The meeting was also attended by Iraq’s Minister of State, Kassim Daoud.
The United Nations Envoy pledged the full dedication of the UN Assistance Mission in Iraq (UNAMI) to support the Iraqi people in cooperation with the Interim Government, security circumstances permitting.  The United Nations assistance in the electoral process that would lead to the general elections due to take place at the end of 2005 was also discussed.
Earlier, Qazi met with Hussain al-Sadr, head of the delegation of good offices that was dispatched last week by the National Conference to seek a peaceful solution to the crisis in Najaf.
**Statement Attributable to the Spokesman on Middle East
I now have a statement on the Middle East.

The Secretary-General expresses strong concern over reports of Israeli settlement expansion in the West Bank, through the Government of Israel’s recent publication of tenders for construction of new housing units.  Such activities clearly contradict Israel’s obligations under the Road Map, which unequivocally stipulate that “consistent with the Mitchell Report, the Government of Israel freezes all settlement activity, (including natural growth of settlements)”.  The Secretary-General calls on the Government of Israel to cease this settlement expansion and to fulfil its Road Map obligations.
**Security Council on Sudan
The Security Council this afternoon, at three o’clock, will hold closed consultations on the Sudan.  Council members will be briefed on the situation in Sudan by Assistant Secretary-General for Political Affairs, Tuliameni Kalomoh.
**Sudan
And in the Sudan, in Khartoum today, the Secretary-General’s Special Representative, Jan Pronk, met with visiting British Foreign Secretary, Jack Straw, who is currently in the country.  Among the matters discussed, were the Darfur crisis, the Joint Implementation Mechanism mission to Darfur from 26 to 29 August, and the Naivasha peace talks between the Sudanese Government and the Sudanese Peoples’ Liberation Movement. 

Meanwhile in Abuja, Nigeria, Sudanese parties, namely the Government of Sudan, the Justice and Equality Movement and the Sudan Liberation Movement/Army are meeting to discuss the Darfur conflict.  Convened by the African Union, this meeting is a follow-up to the one held in Addis Ababa in mid-June.  The United Nations has an observer at this meeting and is represented by the Secretary-General’s Special Adviser, Mohammed Sahnoun. 
On the humanitarian side, the United Nations refugee agency, or UNHCR, reports that the Sudanese Government is investigating the situation in west Darfur after UNHCR warned that some 30,000 displaced persons were considering crossing into Chad if the security situation did not improve.  
Further details are available on the UNHCR web site.
**Timor-Leste
The Council this morning is holding an open meeting on the situation in Timor-Leste and is being briefed by Assistant Secretary-General for Peacekeeping Operations, Hédi Annabi.  And according to his brief, the situation in Timor-Leste has remained stable and largely peaceful since the Timorese Government assumed responsibility for security in May.
He noted some recent concerns, however, including a demonstration that took place on July 19 and 20, as well as a recent resurgence of fights between martial arts groups.  Annabi told the Council, in the public meeting that is still under way, that although the country is making steady progress towards achieving self-sufficiency, it will continue for some time to require international assistance.  Annabi also said that many persons outside of Timor-Leste who were indicted for serious crimes committed in 1999 have not been brought to justice.
And we have the text of his briefing available upstairs.

**Burundi
Turning to Burundi, the United Nations refugee agency reports that the first of some 20,000 Congolese refugees living near the insecure border of Burundi and the Democratic Republic of the Congo are set to move to a camp further inside Burundi.  Tomorrow, UNHCR plans to start relocating the refugees from two transit centres in western Burundi's Cibitoke province to an existing refugee camp at Gasorwe in north-eastern Burundi. 
More information is available in a UNHCR press release.
And on the humanitarian note in Burundi, the meningitis vaccination campaign in the northern part of the country was extended yesterday to two areas, where six people died from the disease last week.  The World Health Organization and the United Nations children’s agency are supporting this campaign.  According to the WHO, more than 250,000 people have been vaccinated in northern Burundi in the past month.
**Colombia
On Colombia, the UNHCR has met with Colombian human rights officials to discuss ways to alleviate the grave human rights situation of the population in Altos de Cazuca, an area close to the capital, which is home to tens of thousands of displaced persons.  The refugee agency said that many displaced persons arriving in Altos de Cazuca find a situation no different from the violence from which they were fleeing.  UNHCR’s representative in Colombia, Roberto Meier, says, “It would appear that the conflict is following its victims.”
And we have more information upstairs.
**Polio Outbreak
The ongoing polio outbreak, which began in northern Nigeria has now spread to other parts of Africa.  There have been reinfections reported in Guinea and Mali, and three new cases in the Darfur region of the Sudan.  The WHO says the spread highlights the threat of a major epidemic across West and Central Africa.  These new cases bring the number of previously polio-free countries to be reinfected since January 2003 to 12.  The WHO adds that the cases come just two weeks after the resumption of polio immunization campaigns in the northern Nigerian state of Kano, and reaffirms the need to urgently boost population immunity levels throughout the region.
**WFP/Indonesia Rice
The World Food Programme says it will resume its operations to feed 1.7 million people in Indonesia -- the majority of them malnourished mothers and infants.  The move comes after the decision by the Indonesian Government to exempt humanitarian agencies from its ban on rice imports, which was made in an effort to protect local farmers. 
During the time the ban was in place, nearly 12,000 metric tons of rice destined for WFP beneficiaries was held in warehouses and ports, while additional aid shipments of rice en route to Indonesia had to be diverted to other destinations.  And we have more information upstairs.
**UNEP/Barents Sea
United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) reports that overfishing, nuclear waste storage, the invasion of the red king crab and a projected six-fold increase in oil and gas transportation are key issues which threaten the unique Barents Sea Arctic ecosystem.  The new study says an absence of long-term planning and legislation are the main causes of these threats. 
**Liberia
Carol Bellamy, Executive Director of the United Nations children’s agency, yesterday began a three-day visit to Liberia to assess the progress made in reintegrating former child combatants with their families.  She will talk to demobilized children, who are now living at UNICEF-sponsored interim care centres, and will also visit a centre for sexually abused children.
And we have a UNICEF press release with more details on that.
**Tharoor/US Open
And lastly, for our sports segment.  Tomorrow, Under-Secretary-General for Communications and Public Information, Shashi Tharoor, will launch the United States Open Tennis Tournament Draw Ceremony, here at United Nations Headquarters.  The draw is the selection process for seeding the majority of players for the US Open Tennis Tournament, which will start out in Queens very shortly.  The launch will take place in the Dag Hammarskjold Library Auditorium, between 11:00 a.m. and 1:00 p.m. tomorrow.  Other speakers at this event include United Nations Messenger of Peace and former world-ranked tennis player, Vijay Amritraj, as well as tennis players, Zina Garrison and Patrick McEnroe.
On that note, that’s it for me.  Any questions?
**Questions and Answers
Question:  Has the Secretary-General’s message on the Middle East been conveyed directly to the Government of Israel?

Associate Spokesman:  Besides the formal statement I have just delivered, I will check if there have been any formal contacts between the United Nations Mission and the Government of Israel.  I will get back to you.

[The Spokesman later answered that there had been no official contact between the UN and the Government of Israel regarding this statement.]

Question:  Regarding the current situation in Iraq, are you optimistic about holding elections in January?

Associate Spokesman:  I think it would be a mistake to try to predict that far ahead.  We are continuing to work very closely with the independent electoral commission of Iraq to prepare for those elections, and we are supporting them in every way we can.

Thank you very much.

* *** *



UNEP and the Executive Director in the News





� HYPERLINK "pollutopm" ��UN NEWS Centre - New oil operations in Barents Sea could compound pollution problems, UN warns�


� HYPERLINK "sea" ��ENS - Overfishing, Contamination Pose Risks to Arctic Barents Sea�


� HYPERLINK "report" ��ENN   - New UNEP report warns of threats to unique Arctic ecosystem of Barents Sea�


� HYPERLINK "Barents" ��Reuters - Barents Sea Under Threat from Fishing, Oil�


� HYPERLINK "under" ��ABC News - Barents Sea Under Threat from Fishing, Oil�


� HYPERLINK "japan" ��The Washington Times - Japan to help restore Iraq's marshlands�


� HYPERLINK "fish" ��Greenwire -  Water pollution: fish advisories on the rise in the United States�


� HYPERLINK "discuss" ��Jakarta Post - Experts to discuss renewable energy, JAKARTA POST����
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