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California Grocers Warn of Mercury in Fish 

                      By Cat Lazaroff 

                      SAN FRANCISCO, California, February 24, 2003 (ENS) - Five of California's largest grocery retailers have begun displaying signs cautioning consumers about the dangers of mercury in fish. The signs mark the first time that any retailers in California - and perhaps the nation - have issued such a strong                      warning about the health risks associated with a food product. 

                      The warnings, posted by Safeway, Whole Foods, Trader Joe's, Kroger's and Albertson's, were prompted by a lawsuit filed last month by California Attorney General Bill Lockyer. The signs, hung near fish counters, advise women and children to not eat swordfish and shark, and to limit consumption  of fresh tuna. 

                      "It's the responsibility of the retailers, as well as state health agencies and the  federal government, to let the public know about the impact of the seafood they're eating," said Doug Israel, an analyst with the Turtle Island Restoration  Network (TIRN). "We hope this expands beyond California...they really need to step up their efforts to inform the public of the health hazards of mercury in  fish." 

Swordfish contain some  of the highest levels of methylmercury found in fish. (Photo World Wide Fund for                                                             Nature)

The state lawsuit was spurred by undercover testing  conducted by TIRN  and the As You  Sow Foundation, which found high levels of methylmercury in  samples of fish  from the five grocers. 

California's attorney general's office argued that the grocers were violating Proposition 65, a ballot initiative enacted by California voters in 1986. The law requires businesses to provide "clear and reasonable" warnings before  exposing people to known carcinogens and reproductive toxins. 

"Generally, fish are an important source of protein," said Attorney General Bill  Lockyer in filing the suit last earlier this month. "But consumers deserve to  know when they are being exposed to chemicals that can cause cancer, birth  defects and reproductive harm. Public health agencies have advised pregnant women not to eat swordfish and shark because those fish contain relatively high levels of mercury." 

Methylmercury compounds have been listed under Proposition 65 as a   chemical known to cause cancer since 1996, and methylmercury has been listed as a known reproductive toxin since 1987. 

Mercury and mercury compounds have been listed as known reproductive   toxins since 1990. Swordfish, ahi tuna, albacore tuna and shark contain     mercury, methymercury and their compounds, all of which are ingested by people who eat the fish. 

Coal burning power plants emit  hundreds of pounds of mercury  into the air each year (Photo by  Carole Swinehart, courtesy Michigan Sea Extension)

The language now posted at California grocery stores states in part: "WARNING!Pregnant and nursing                      women, women who may become pregnant, and young children should not eat the following fish: SWORDFISH,  SHARK, KING  MACKEREL,TILE FISH. They should also limit their consumption of other fish, including fresh or frozen tuna." 

The warnings, developed by the California attorney general's office in consultation with the Health Department and others, have yet to be finalized.  They are based on an interim settlement announced February 14, and all the grocery chains cited in the lawsuit are still negotiating both the final wording  of the warnings and potential fines or penalties that stores might face if they fail to post warnings. 

The chains may already be liable for stiff penalties. The attorney general's suit sought civil penalties for violations of Proposition 65 and the state's Unfair Competition Act. Under both laws, each defendant is liable for civil penalties of up to $2,500 per day for each violation. The complaint alleges the defendants have failed to comply with Proposition 65 since as far back as 1988. 

Environmental groups are concerned that the warnings now posted do not  caution people about eating canned tuna. The interim warning suggested by  the attorney general's office states that, "Mercury levels in canned tuna vary, but on average are lower than levels in many other fish. Chunk or chunk light tuna has less mercury then solid white or chunk white tuna." 

Some groups have urged the attorney general to consider strengthening this language, given research findings that show risks to sensitive populations - such as pregnant women and young children - from low level exposure to mercury in more frequently consumed seafood. 

"Canned tuna is the most consumed fish in the U.S., and in some cases the only fish pregnant women and kids eat," said Michael Bender, director of the Mercury Policy Project. "While mercury levels in canned tuna are generally lower than fresh tuna, 10 states now warn pregnant women and children to limit canned tuna consumption due to mercury exposure concerns." 

Children who are exposed to mercury in utero may suffer damage to their brains and nervous systems, affecting language, attention and memory. (Photo by Ken  Hammond, courtesy USDA)

Recent medical studies suggest that very low levels of mercury exposure may cause damage to  unborn babies and young children. Data from the U.S. Centers for Disease Control indicates that one in 12 women of childbearing age has blood mercury levels above those considered safe by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency  (EPA), which means that more than 300,000 children born in the U.S. each year are at risk from  exposure to mercury. 

Last July, the U.S. Food and Drug Administration's food safety committee recommended that pregnant women and children be warned to limit  consumption of canned tuna due to mercury. However, the FDA has yet to                      act on these recommendations. 

Last Monday, the British Food Standards Agency recommended that pregnant and nursing women not eat more than two cans of canned tuna a week. 

While the grocers have agreed to post the warnings in their California stores, they challenge the basic argument that Proposition 65 applies to mercury in fish, stating that mercury is not necessarily a chemical produced by humans.  Proposition 65 applies only to human-made toxins, and not to naturally occurring substances. 

Attorney General Lockyer disagreed, noting that mercury is released into the air - and deposited into the water - by a wide variety of human industries. 

      Trash incinerators can emit mercury into the atmosphere. (Photo courtesy Lake Michigan Federation)

    Mercury is released into the atmosphere from coal fired  power plants, mining, waste disposal and certain                      industrial processes.  Descending from polluted air into water, mercury works its way up the food chain and                      can cause brain and nerve  damage resulting in impaired coordination, blurred vision, tremors, irritability                      and memory loss, behavioral problems and loss of intelligence, and cardiovascular disease. 

Airborne mercury eventually falls into surface waters where it can accumulate in streams and oceans. Bacteria in the water transform mercury into methylmercury, and fish absorb this form of mercury when they eat aquatic organisms. 

Earlier this month, environment ministers attending the Governing Council of  the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) meeting in Kenya agreed to begin a global crackdown on sources of mercury emissions. UNEP has been asked to assist all countries, particularly developing nations and countries with economies in transition such as the former states of the Soviet Union, in a wide ranging initiative to cut emissions of mercury from major sources such as coal fired power stations and incinerators. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________

From Radio France website (www.radiofrance.fr) 

Climat : La planète a la fièvre
(reportage du 20-02-2003) 

Le Groupe d’experts intergouvernemental sur l’évolution du climat (GIEC) a convoqué sa session plénière pour la première fois en France cette année. Composé de quelques 300 scientifiques et diplomates de 170 pays, il est chargé par les Nations Unies de collecter, confronter et de vérifier toutes les données scientifiques sur le réchauffement climatique. Auteur de trois rapports depuis 1988, il a mis en évidence le lien entre l’augmentation de la température et l’accroissement du gaz carbonique dans l’atmosphère, plus de 30% depuis le début de la révolution industrielle. C'est ce constat inquiétant qui a conduit à la signature du protocole de Kyoto en 1997. Ce dernier prévoit entre autre de réduire de moitié les émissions de gaz à effet de serre d'ici 2050. Un objectif impossible à tenir tant que les Etats-Unis et la Russie n’auront pas ratifié le texte. Ce qui est encore le cas à ce jour. 

En attendant, les émissions de gaz à effet de serre continuent d’augmenter. Si leur impact sur le réchauffement climatique a été prouvé, il est en revanche encore difficile d’affirmer que ce dernier est à l’origine des phénomènes anormaux observés ces dernières années, telles les sécheresses record de 2002, les tempêtes de 1995 en France, ou encore les inondations dévastatrices de l’été dernier en Europe. Mais force est de constater que ces événements vont dans le sens des prédictions faites par la communauté scientifique, qui malgré ses avertissements répétés a encore du mal à se faire entendre. Dans leur dernier rapport publié en 2001, les experts du GIEC ont prédit une hausse du thermomètre entre 1,4 et 5,8 degrés, associée à une augmentation du niveau de la mer de 9 à 88 cm entre 1990 et 2100. Selon une communication dans la revue scientifique Nature à paraître aujourd’hui, ce réchauffement climatique pourrait entraîner une augmentation des précipitions en été sur de larges parties de l’Europe avec un risque important d’inondations pendant cette période. La hausse du niveau des océans pourrait quant à elle menacer les régions côtières ainsi que certaines petites îles. Par ailleurs, les experts du GIEC n'excluent pas des conséquences "irréversibles" pour l'économie et la santé publique. 

Hier, Jean-Pierre Raffarin, qui ouvrait la réunion du GIEC, a appelé la communauté internationale à agir collectivement contre "le défi gigantesque" du changement climatique. Et le Premier ministre de reprocher à « certains » d’avoir voulu « fermer les yeux sur l'évidence ». Il a par ailleurs confirmé la volonté du gouvernement de s'engager en faveur du développement durable et a plaidé pour les énergies non polluantes, déclarant que la France avait pour ambition « d'être un leader mondial en 2010 pour tout ce qui est transports propres, que ce soient les transports en commun ou le transport individuel". 

La réunion des experts du GIEC à Paris s’achèvera demain. Elle doit permettre de "commencer à réfléchir" sur le contenu du quatrième rapport d’évaluation des changements climatiques qui sera lancé fin 2003 et qui doit paraître en 2007. Un rapport qui fera une place plus large aux incidences régionales du réchauffement planétaire et aux stratégies envisageables pour enrayer, ou du moins atténuer, le phénomène. 


___________________________________________________________________________________________

From France 2 (TV channel) website (www.france2.fr)


PRIVATE
CLIMAT 
19/02/03 

PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT="
Climat: l'appel de Raffarin 


Jean-Pierre Raffarin a ouvert mercredi une réunion plénière du Groupe intergouvernemental sur l'évolution du climat.

Le premier ministre en a profité pour appeler la communauté internationale à agir collectivement contre "le défi gigantesque" du changement climatique. "Si la connaissance des effets du réchauffement demeure imparfaite, elle ne doit pas justifier un comportement passif, voire l'inaction, a dit M. Raffarin. 

« La maison brûle" et "c'est à nous, collectivement, d'éteindre l'incendie", a-t-il poursuivi, reprenant une formule du président Jacques Chirac au sommet de la Terre de Johannesburg.

Ce GIEC, créé par l'ONU pour faire le point des connaissances scientifiques sur le réchauffement planétaire, se réunit pour la première fois en France.

Paris entend ainsi démontrer la nécessité d'appliquer sans attendre le protocole de Kyoto. Rejeté par les USA, cet accord ouvre un processus de réduction des émissions de gaz à effet de serre.

L'assemblée plénière, à laquelle participaient mercredi 300 scientifiques et diplomates de 170 pays, doit définir le contenu du 4ème rapport du GIEC qui sera lancé fin 2003 et publié en 2007.

La réunion de Paris a pour toile de fond les incertitudes persistantes pesant sur Kyoto et l'avenir des négociations internationales sur le changement climatique.

La Russie, qui avait promis l'été dernier au sommet de la Terre de ratifier Kyoto "dans un avenir proche", ne l'a toujours pas fait. Devenue, depuis la défection américaine, pays clé de l'entrée en vigueur de l'accord, elle est actuellement enlisée dans son processus de ratification, selon des diplomates est-européens. Le président Poutine a cependant annoncé plusieurs fois l'intention de la Russie de ratifier Kyoto.

Les Etats-Unis de leur côté s'appuient sur les incertitudes persistantes du GIEC pour continuer à rejeter toute réduction contraignante des gaz à effet de serre. Ils misent sur la découverte de nouvelles technologies à l'horizon 2010-2020 qui rendraient inutile un changement des modes de production et de consommation occidentaux.

Ils sont accusés par les Européens de chercher à débaucher les pays du Sud qui ont largement ratifié Kyoto mais redoutent de devoir aussi à l'avenir réduire leurs émissions polluantes et d'entraver ainsi leur développement.

Ces clivages vont se réfléter dans le choix des orientations à donner pour le nouveau rapport du GIEC.

____________________________________________________________________________________

AFP- Le Monde 

Feb. 20th 2003


La France n'échappera pas au changement climatique (TROIS QUESTIONS au climatologue Jean Jouzel) 

La France n'échappera pas au changement climatique même si la communauté internationale prend des mesures "drastiques" de lutte contre l'effet de serre, estime le climatologue français Jean Jouzel, en marge d'une réunion à Paris du groupe d'experts de l'ONU sur le climat.Q: Quelles seront les conséquences du changement climatique?R: En France en 2100, une des conséquences les plus visibles du changement climatique sera une diminution de la surface des glaciers alpins. Les saisons d'enneigement devraient être plus courtes. Les stations de ski de moyenne altitude auront de moins en moins de neige.L'élévation moyenne de 50 cm du niveau de la mer, prévue pour 2100, aura aussi des conséquences en France métropolitaine. Il y aura une intrusion plus fréquente des eaux salées en Camargue (Bouches-du-Rhône) et dans les marais de la Grande Brière (Loire-Atlantique).Q: Les cyclones, inondations catastrophiques et sécheresses record de 2002 sont-ils dus au changement climatique?R: Les événements catastrophiques de 2002 vont dans le sens de ce qu'on attend. Chaque fois qu'on voit des événements de ce genre, on a tendance à dire que ca va dans le sens des prédictions des scientifiques. Mais on ne peut pas être plus affirmatif.Q: Peut-on encore stopper le changement climatique?R: Il faut redescendre à 2 ou 3 milliards de tonnes d'émissions mondiales de gaz à effet de serre dans la 2ème partie du 21e siècle alors qu'on est déjà aujourd'hui à 7 milliards. Si on ne fait rien, on sera à 20 milliards en 2100.Diviser par plus de deux les émissions mondiales d'ici la fin du siècle nécessitera des mesures radicales. Mais même si on les prend, on ne voit pas comment on évitera le changement climatique. Quoi qu'on fasse, la température du globe augmentera d'au moins 1,5 degré en 2100 et elle ne pourra être stabilisée que vers 2200.L'inertie de l'océan est encore pire. Si le niveau de la mer a augmenté de 50 cm en 2100, il va augmenter de 50 cm chaque siècle irrémédiablement.Dans 400 ans, on aura probablement une hausse de deux mètres. Ca devient très important, y compris pour des pays comme la France. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________

BBC

UK unveils greener energy plans

By Alex Kirby 

The UK Government has unveiled plans for a switch towards cleaner forms of  energy, and away from fossil                 fuels and nuclear power. 

                 The long-awaited Energy White Paper, published on Monday,  spells out plans for radically                 cutting the pollution blamed for global warming. 

                 It proposes reducing the amount of carbon dioxide (CO2) released into the atmosphere to 60% of                 1990 levels by about 2050. 

                 It also announces the running-down of nuclear power stations, which currently supply about 25% of UK electricity. 

                 Instead, the White Paper encourages renewable power, such as wind and wave energy, and energy efficiency. 

                 These, it says, "will have to achieve far more in the next 20 years  than previously. We believe such ambitious progress is achievable, but uncertain." 

                 It says the government will aim to go far beyond its stated goal that 10% of electricity should come from renewables by 2010 - up from 3% now. 

                 "We now set the ambition of doubling renewables' share of electricity generation in the decade after that", it says. 

                 Nuclear options

                 Measures to cut down on the amount of energy actually used, or wasted, are also proposed. 

                 The Prime Minister, Tony Blair, is using a rare speech on the environment to commit the UK to the ambitious energy goals. 

                 The Energy Minister, Brian Wilson, told the BBC the White Paper signalled "a good day" for                 the environment, although the UK would have to strive to meet its targets. 

                 He said: "We have a firm existing target for renewables to make up 10% of electricity in the UK by 2010 and we say we should be aiming to double that by 2020. 

                 "Ten per cent by 2010 is a challenging target." 

                 But some analysts doubt whether targets, particularly those on CO2, can be achieved without nuclear energy. 

                 Britain's 16 nuclear power stations will all reach the end of their working lives in about 30 years, and the White Paper does not back the building of any more at present. But it keeps its options open. 

                 It says: "We do not rule out the possibility that at some point in the future new nuclear build might be necessary if we are to meet our carbon targets." 

                 The Trade and Industry Secretary, Patricia Hewitt, told BBC Radio 4's Today programme a major new nuclear programme would

                 have undermined the drive for efficiency and renewables. 

                 But she added: "We are not absolutely ruling out new nuclear build forever." 

                 'No actual targets' 

                 Environmental groups have welcomed the move away from nuclear power. 

                 Friends of the Earth said: "The White Paper will hopefully sound the final death knell for nuclear power in Britain". 

                 Some householders as well as the  nuclear industry may be disgruntled by the proposals, which will add to  electricity prices. 

                 The paper says the new policies will add between five and 15% to household  electricity prices, up to 25% to industrial electricity prices and up to 30% to industrial gas prices by 2020. 

                 It has already been derided as "incompetent, irrelevant and frankly dangerous" by Sir Bernard Ingham, secretary of the  Supporters of Nuclear Energy group. 

                 "At a time when greenhouse emissions are rising in Britain, it  proposes to continue to allow the nuclear industry, which  emits no greenhouse gases, to run down," he said. 

                 By 2010 the UK is on course to be a net fuel importer, for the first time since the  industrial revolution. 

By 2020, the White Paper says,  imported energy could be supplying three-quarters of the UK's needs. It says coal is still  important for generating power.

There will be more research into ways of storing CO2 where it cannot affect the climate, probably deep underground. 

But it does not tackle aircraft   carbon emissions, which are a  rapidly rising proportion of total                 emissions. 

                 Nor does it say much about land transport, which in the UK  will soon emit more CO2 than electricity generation. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________

UNWire

CLIMATE CHANGE: Blair Takes U.S. To Task, Vows New Emissions Cuts 

    Taking U.S. President George W. Bush to task for dropping out of the Kyoto Protocol on cutting greenhouse gas emissions, British Prime Minister Tony Blair today called on countries to go beyond the treaty by cutting emissions by 60 percent by 2050.

    In an announcement that coincided with the release of a British Trade and Industry Department white paper on the same subject, Blair committed the United Kingdom to seeking both the 60 percent cut and an increase in the use of renewable energy.

    Blair said the United Kingdom is "well on the way" to meeting its Kyoto pledge to cut emissions by 12.5 percent by 2010 but that the treaty is "not radical enough."  He cited rising emissions around the world and said Kyoto will "at best" yield a 2 percent emissions cut.

    "That is better than emissions just continuing to rise and rise.  But we know now, from further research and evidence, that to stop further damage to the climate, we need a ... 60 percent reduction worldwide," Blair said.

    Disputing U.S. claims that Kyoto-style emissions cuts would threaten economic growth, Blair cited a government-commissioned Imperial College report that indicates a 60 percent worldwide reduction is possible using "known technologies or those very close  to market," including solar energy, wind, waves and hydrogen.

    "It is a myth that reducing emissions makes us poorer," he said.  "The U.K.'s economy has grown by nearly 17 percent since 1997 -- in that time, emissions have fallen by 5 percent. ... The U.K.'s total resources requirements grew by just 13 percent between  1970 and 1999, whilst our GDP [gross domestic product] increased by 93 percent.  We in  Britain have shown that it is possible to break the relationship between economic growth  and ever-rising pollution.  And through further reductions in resource use, we will benefit

    our economy, business and the environment."

    Blair said he is seeking European Union agreement on a 60 percent target and "will continue to make the case to the U.S. and to others that climate change is a serious threat that we must address together as an international community" (British government release, Feb. 24).

    The Trade and Industry Department pledges in its white paper that the United Kingdom will seek to ensure that one-fifth of its energy comes from renewable sources by 2020. New renewable energy funding announced in the white paper would bring the country's  spending on such projects to about $550 million over four years, according to the department.

    "Climate change is a clear and present danger.  Without urgent action to reduce carbon emissions, the Earth's temperature is currently set to rise faster than at any time in the  last 10,000 years," said Trade and Industry Secretary Patricia Hewitt.  "The government is serious about cutting carbon emissions, but we know this cannot be achieved without a  fundamental review of the way we produce and consume energy.  We need to use less  by improving energy efficiency, and we must match this with a major expansion in  renewable energy" (British Department of Trade and Industry release).

 __________________________________________________________________________________________

BBC

Rainforest tree eats up pollution 

     By Julian Siddle 

     BBC Science 

     A botanist in Brazil has found a plant that he claims may hold the key to reducing the amount of carbon

     dioxide in the Earth's atmosphere. 

     Jatoba, or hymenaea, a rainforest tree, has been found to grow much faster in atmospheres with high levels

     of carbon dioxide. 

     This could be important in fighting climate change, as carbon dioxide is one of the greenhouse gases that is

     making the planet warmer. 

     Marcos Buckeridge, a scientist at Sao Paolo's botanical gardens, told the BBC World Service's Discovery

     programme of his findings. 

             We have to have the technology to provide for an emergency 

             Botanist Marcos Buckeridge 

     "We took seeds and grew them in normal air, which has 360 carbon dioxide parts per million, and in parallel grew plantlets at 720

     parts per million, which is the concentration expected for 2075," Professor Buckeridge explained. 

     "The first thing we saw was that photosynthesis doubled in the plants that were growing at the higher CO2 concentration." 

     Carbon sink 

     The research has revealed a mechanism which could hold the key to the effectiveness of carbon sinks. 

     These are based on the idea of planting more trees to absorb the huge amounts of atmospheric "pollution",especially carbon  dioxide. 

     It is a theory which appeals to the governments of many industrialised nations, as it seems far simpler than the political and economic changes needed to make industry reduce emissions. 

     Simply planting large numbers of Jatoba trees may not be the answer, as they can take a very long time to reach maturity and  specimens 500 years old are not unknown. 

     But the finding is significant because Professor Buckeridge believes the mechanism that allows the Jatoba to absorb more carbon dioxide could be isolated and applied to other plants. 

     This in turn could help lower the build-up of CO2. 

     But that idea is controversial, because it would in effect create a large number of genetically modified organisms (GMOs). 

     "It will take years for us to understand how these things work," Professor Buckeridge conceded. 

     "I'm not saying we should have GMOs everywhere. But we have to be prepared. 

     "We should know what genes we have to change in order to increase carbon sequestration. 

"We have to have the technology to provide for an emergency. We must be thinking of this research now; we do not know how  high CO2 levels will be in 75 years' time." __________________________________________________________________________________________REGIONAL OFFICE FOR AFRICA (ROA) - NEWS UPDATE
        February 25, 2003

Gambia govt. raises concern over the fate of wildlife 

Banjul, Gambia (PANA) - Gambia's Department of State for Parks and Wildlife has raised concern over the recent upsurge in illegal killing of birds and wild animals in the country. In a press release issued in Banjul Monday, the authorities warned that stern action would be taken against people engaged in such illegal practices. "Persons engaged in such illegal hunting are urged to cease their activities with immediate effect or face the consequences. Such unlicensed activities constitute an offence and is a contravention of the Wildlife Act," it said. The department advised all those involved in illegal subsistence or commercial hunting to get the required permits or licenses from the government. "Failure to comply, shall make the person liable to a fine of 5,000 Gambian dalasis or one year imprisonment," the government further threatened.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng042569&dte=24/02/2003
Fish stock depletion in Kenyan Lake concerns scientists 

Nairobi, Kenya (PANA) - Concerned about the rapid depletion of fish stocks in Kenya's freshwater mass of Lake Naivasha, scientists from the Kenya Marine and Fisheries Research Institute (KEMFRI) Monday recommended remedial measures, including banning fishing in the lake during breeding seasons. In a statement at the Fourth Lake Naivasha Fisheries stakeholders meeting held at Naivasha, 85 km west of Nairobi, the scientists said the fish population in the lake had declined drastically due to over-fishing and fishing juvenile fish. They recommended that a ban on fishing in the lake be upheld until reasonable population levels of the fish stock were realized. They called for the immediate closure of the lake during the peak months of breeding between April and August to allow natural increase in fish stocks. The scientists were drawn from KEMFRI's countrywide research stations and led by its director, Dr Johnson Kazungu, who said the government was keen to arrest the situation in Lake Naivasha.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng042491&dte=24/02/2003
Fire Rages in Mt Kenya Forest

The Nation (Nairobi): Arsonists blamed as 400 hectares of indigenous trees are destroyed

A fire has destroyed more than 400 hectares of indigenous trees in Mount Kenya Forest. The fire has razed sections of Ontulili forest planted with cedar, podo and olea trees and the neighbouring grassland, the acting Central provincial forest officer, Mr. Paul Karanja, said. Mr. Karanja said the fire started on Friday last week at 4pm but attempts to put it out were disrupted by other outbreaks in neighbouring ridges. Attempts by the armed forces to extinguish the blaze on Friday night hit a snag when their vehicle broke down before they could get to the forest, he said. Mr. Karanja said the fire was burning on steep valleys making access difficult for the firefighters. Blaming saboteurs for the outbreak, Mr. Karanja said the fires were lit in different sections of the forest as his officers attempted to put out the one in Ontulili. Prof. Wangari Maathai, the assistant minister for Environment and Natural Resources, said she was not surprised that arsonists

had torched Ontulili forest owing to a long-standing dispute between the communities living in the area and the former government. She said people living near the forest could have started the fire so that they could get plots to cultivate.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200302240968.html
200 Hectares of Trees to Be Cultivated At Winneba

Accra Mail (Accra): The Winneba District Office of the Forestry Services Commission (FSC) will this year cultivate more than 200 hectares of various species of trees under the Presidential Special Initiative (PSI) on Forest reclamation programme. The programme forms part of the reformed "Tonja System" of the forestation programme under which selected farmers were allowed to inter-crop foodstuffs with the trees. Last year, the Commission cultivated about 220 hectares of depleted forest reserves in the two forest zones, which provided jobs to some 700 farmers.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200302241021.html
_________________________________________________________________________________________

ROLAC
Are Climate Change Measurements Wrong?

 

By Sanjay Suri*

There is a stir in the scientific community as two experts challenge the widely accepted climate change reports issued by an intergovernmental panel. One of the critics, David Henderson, explained their doubts in a conversation with Tierramérica. 

LONDON - The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) should not base its next climate report on its flawed greenhouse gas emissions projections, says David Henderson, former chief economist of the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) and now a visiting professor at the Westminster Business School in London.

Henderson and Ian Castles, of the National Center for Development Studies at Australian National University and formerly head of Australia's national office of statistics, have co-authored a critique of the IPCC's Special Report on Emissions Scenarios, which is to be used as a basis for future assessments of climate change.

Henderson and Castles's analysis, to be published in the next edition of Energy and Environment journal, argues that the methodology used to estimate the accumulation of greenhouse gases (produced from combustion of petroleum, natural gas and coal) in the atmosphere by 2100 is erroneous and assumes an exaggerated level of economic growth for developing countries.

The two experts' challenge was published recently in the British magazine the Economist, and comes as a sharp blow to the credibility of the IPCC, whose opinions on the human causes of climate change have otherwise been considered the consensus of the international scientific community on the matter.

According to the Third Assessment Review on climate change, published in 2001 by the IPCC, it is likely that within a century the average earth surface temperatures will have risen by 1.4 to 5.8 degrees centigrade with respect to 1990 averages, and that sea level would rise 0.09 to 0.88 meters as a result of melting polar icecaps.

In an exclusive dialogue with Tierramérica, Henderson calls on the IPCC to give economic and statistical issues greater weight in the climate change calculations and expresses hope for a "full and open debate" on the issue.

On what basis do you challenge the IPCC's Special Report on Emissions Scenarios?

Contrary to accepted international practice, the 40 scenarios presented in the Report convert GDP (gross domestic product) data for the countries of the world to a common measure using market exchange rates, rather than purchasing power parity rates. Because of this flawed procedure, and also because of built-in assumptions about the extent to which the gap between rich and poor countries will be closed over this century, the scenarios yield projections of GDP for developing regions which are improbably high.

Does this mean that the figures for prospective emissions are too high? 

What it means is that the even the scenarios which show the lowest cumulative emissions over the century do not in fact represent reasonable lower limits. These projections do not, as is claimed for them, encompass the full range of uncertainties about the future. They should not be taken as the accepted basis for the IPCC's coming Fourth Assessment Review of climate change issues.

The IPCC met last week in Paris. What do you think should have emerged from that meeting in relation to the future work of the Panel? 

For a start, I hope that the Panel will recognize that our critique of the Special Report on Emissions Scenarios is well founded. What we are saying does not merely represent the views of two isolated persons -- neither I nor my co-author (Castles) have any official status. What we are saying would receive wide professional backing.

But what action would you want the IPCC to take? Should the whole emissions scenarios exercise be redone? 

I understand that it would be difficult to repeat an exercise on this scale in time for the IPCC's Fourth Assessment Review. But a more limited exercise should begin now to review the basis for the work on emissions, and to arrive at a new set of projections which, though less elaborately derived, would give a sounder basis than the present figures.

There are very great uncertainties in these and the other projections that the IPCC makes because in keeping with its mandate from governments, it has to look a century ahead. Would what you propose do much to reduce these uncertainties? 

No, because economists can't claim to be able to see the future at all clearly. But what we suggest would provide a basis, a starting point, which was more professionally watertight than the present report.

Do you have any other suggestions for the IPCC? 

Yes, what we are saying goes beyond the work on emissions scenarios. More generally, we think that the IPCC should try to ensure a more balanced, informed and professional treatment of the economic and statistical aspects of its work. On the official side, there should be a greater involvement of economic ministries and statistical agencies. Among the academics who take part, there should be better representation of economic historians and historically minded economists.

Has the IPCC responded in any way to what you have been saying? 

Yes it has. We started by writing to the Chairman of the Panel, Dr R.K. Pachauri, and as a result we were invited to a special IPCC experts' meeting last month. Although the meeting already had a full agenda, we were given the chance to make presentations to it, and technical discussions were held outside the main meetings to consider the points we were making.

Will the IPCC be making a more formal response to your critique? 

Yes, I believe that will happen soon, and we hope it will. We would like t o see a full and open debate. The various communications that we have sent to the IPCC are to be published soon in Energy and Environment journal. When the editor there offered to publish what we had written, we made it a condition that she should invite the IPCC to publish an article by way of response. She accepted our proposal, and I understand that the IPCC has accepted her invitation

 __________________________________________________________________________________________ROLAC Media Update
ENVIRONMENT-CHILE : NGOs Seek Int'l Protection for Patagonia

Alicia Sánchez

SANTIAGO, Feb 23 (IPS) Environmentalists in Chile are pressing the government to seek UNESCO world heritage status for part of its southern Patagonia region, to protect the largely untouched wilderness in that area from the installation of aluminum smelters and other polluting industries.  

ENVIRONMENT-BRAZIL : Gov't Confronts Transgenic Crop DilemmaMario Osava

RIO DE JANEIRO, Feb 21 (IPS) The Brazilian government is moving to stake a balanced and consistent position on genetically modified products in an effort to reconcile the divergent pressures from environmentalists,  scientists and the business community.  

ENVIRONMENT : Time Running Out for Swaziland to Sell Elephants to U.S. Zoos James Hall

MBABANE, Feb 21 (IPS) Time is running out for Swaziland to sell eleven ''orphaned'' elephants to zoos in the United States, even if the sale means incurring the wrath of powerful animal rights organisations.  

ENVIRONMENT-U.S. : Bush Plan Encourages Gas-Guzzling Vehicles Katherine Stapp

NEW YORK, Feb 19 (IPS) President George W. Bush is seeking to triple a tax break for huge gas-guzzling vehicles, despite opposition from environmental groups and taxpayer watchdogs who say the move seriously undermines efforts to reduce U.S. oil consumption.  

GUATEMALA : Retail Project Spells Trouble in Antigua Edin Hernández - Tierramérica*

GUATEMALA CITY, Feb 19 (IPS) In the southern Guatemalan city of Antigua,  considered a gem of colonial architecture, conservationists are clashing with developers who want to build a shopping centre in the city's outskirts.  

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

           Following is a near-verbatim transcript of today’s noon briefing by Fred Eckhard, Spokesman for the

     Secretary-General.

           **Guest at Noon

           Good afternoon everyone.  We are going to have a guest at this briefing.  He’s sitting right here in the front row  -- Philip Emafo, who is the President of the International Narcotics Control Board -- and he’ll be here to launch the  Board’s annual report.  However, the briefing is going to have to be embargoed.  The report itself is embargoed until 12:01 a.m. (GMT), 26 February.  So Wednesday, 12:01 a.m. (GMT) is the embargoed time.  Mr. Emafo’s briefing will also be embargoed until that time.

           **Security Council

           Security Council today:  At 3:30 this afternoon, they have announced they will go into closed consultations on  Iraq.  I suppose that will be your main focus for the day.

           Meanwhile, this morning, they started the day with an open meeting on Afghanistan -– I think that’s still going on now -- with a focus on the security sector reform.

           The Under-Secretary-General for Peacekeeping Operations, Jean-Marie Guehenno, gave an update on general  developments and also drew attention to what he described as some recent and worrying security trends in  Afghanistan, including increasing threats and actions against international assistance agencies.  These trends,

     Guehenno said, highlight the imperative to both quicken the pace of security sector reform and to consider immediate  measures to improve security.

           We have copies of his briefing in my office.

           Also briefing the open meeting were Ambassador Harold Brown of Germany on Rebuilding the Afghan Police and Mutsuyoshi Nishimura, Ambassador of Japan in charge of Afghan Aid Coordination on the Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration of Ex-Combatants.

           After the open meeting, they are to go into closed consultations on Afghanistan.

           **Secretary-General in Ankara

           The Secretary-General arrived yesterday in the Turkish capital, Ankara, telling the press on his arrival that

     Cyprus was the question uppermost in his mind.

           He said that the Greek Cypriots and Turkish Cypriots have to decide, in separate and simultaneous referenda on 30 March, to approve a comprehensive

     settlement, and that they must come to terms in time for those votes to go forward.  “That time is now,” he said.  “That is why I am here.”

           Asked if he still believed there would be an agreement by the end of this month, he replied, “I would not be here otherwise.  I think we can do it if the will is there.”

           He was also asked about the letter from chief United Nations weapons inspector Hans Blix last Friday that

     ordered Iraq to destroy its Al-Samoud 2 missiles by 1 March.  The Secretary-General replied, “They have to destroy  these weapons,” adding that he was confident that Iraq would do so.  Otherwise, he said, “if they refuse to destroy  them, the (Security) Council will have to take a decision on that”.  We have copies of the transcript of his comments  upstairs.

           This morning, the Secretary-General conferred with his senior advisors on Cyprus.  Then, in the afternoon, he  met first with Turkish President Ahmed Nejdet Sezer, with whom he discussed Cyprus, and also Iraq.  After that, he  met with Tayyip Recep Erdogan, the leader of the Justice and Development Party, which is the ruling party in Turkey,  as you know.  He told reporters afterward that he and Erdogan had held a very constructive discussion on Cyprus and  again Iraq.

           On Cyprus, he said, “We’ve been discussing and searching for a settlement for a long time”, and, following  discussions with the parties, “We know their concerns and their worries.”  He added, “I will be giving them a fresh document in the next day or so.”

           The Secretary-General is expected to meet with Prime Minister Abdullah Gul this evening, before he attends a  dinner hosted by the Prime Minister in his honour.

           **United Nations Monitoring, Inspection and Verification Commission

           Going back to Iraq, the College of Commissioners of the United Nations Monitoring, Verification and Inspection Commission (UNMOVIC) is meeting today and tomorrow.  During these two days, the Commissioners will review with  their Executive Chairman, Hans Blix, his upcoming quarterly report on the work of the weapons inspectors.  The report,  as you know is due on 1 March.

           Meanwhile in Iraq, four UNMOVIC missile teams performed five inspections at various missile-related

     locations.  Another UNMOVIC team inspected munitions fragments at an old destruction site.  For a complete picture  of the weapons inspectors’ activities, please pick up the briefing notes from Baghdad that we have upstairs.

           **Statement Attributable to the Spokesman for the Secretary-General

           The following statement is attributed to me concerning the earthquake in China. 

           “The Secretary-General was saddened to learn of the powerful earthquake in the Xinjiang region of China, and of the loss of life and destruction that have resulted from the disaster.  He wishes to convey his heartfelt sympathy to  the people and Government of China as they cope with their losses.  He wishes to assure the Government that the  United Nations stands ready to assist in responding to the needs created by the tragedy.”

           **Statement Attributable to the Spokesman for the Secretary-General

           The second statement also attributable to the Spokesman refers to the killings in Pakistan over the weekend.

           “The Secretary-General is appalled by Saturday’s attack on a Shiite mosque in Karachi, Pakistan, which left several people dead and many injured.  He urges the Pakistani authorities to make every effort to bring to justice those  responsible for this terrorist act that was apparently aimed at dividing religious communities in the Islamic Republic of Pakistan.  The  Secretary-General conveys his heartfelt condolences to the bereaved families and to the Government of Pakistan.”

           **Non-Aligned Movement Summit

           The Secretary-General was represented at today’s Summit meeting of the Non-Aligned Movement in Kuala  Lumpur, Malaysia, by his Chief of Staff, Iqbal Riza, and his Special Representative, Lakhdar Brahimi.  Brahimi  delivered a message on the Secretary-General’s behalf, noting that the Summit takes place at a critical juncture, with  war looming in Iraq.  However, the Secretary-General adds, war, even now, is not inevitable, but the international  community must make every effort to encourage Iraq to comply fully with Resolution 1441 and to cooperate proactively with United Nations inspectors.

           He says of the unabated violence between the Israelis and Palestinians, “Ultimately the political stalemate

     must be broken”, and he urged the international community to encourage the parties to give the two-State vision, and  the “road map” to attain it, their wholehearted support.

           The Secretary-General also noted other challenges that must be faced, including North Korea’s decision to

     withdraw from the Non-Proliferation Treaty, the crisis of governance now engulfing Latin America, and internal conflicts in Africa, ranging from Côte d’Ivoire to the Democratic Republic of the Congo to Sudan.  We have copies of that  message upstairs.

           **Côte d’Ivoire

           On Côte d’Ivoire, 13 members of a multi-disciplinary technical assessment mission to Côte d'Ivoire, led by

     Assistant Secretary-General for Peacekeeping Operations Hedi Annabi, has arrived in the country to begin its work.

           As we mentioned on Friday, the mission, including political, humanitarian, human rights and security

     components, are in Côte d’Ivoire at the Secretary-General’s request to gather the necessary information on the ground, which would enable him to prepare  recommendations to the Security Council on the role the United Nations could play in support of the implementation of the Linas-Marcoussis Agreement.

           The mission is scheduled to remain in Côte d’Ivoire until 5 March.

           Meanwhile, as continuing instability limits their access to people in need, humanitarian agencies in Côte

     d’Ivoire are receiving consistent reports of abuses against civilians, according to the Office for the Coordination of  Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA).  Shortages of food and access to health care are also taking their toll on civilians caught  in conflict.  The western area of Côte d’Ivoire along the border with Liberia remains highly unstable.  OCHA says  reports of atrocities and lawlessness, particularly in the west, and large numbers of internally displaced persons fleeing  violence are extremely worrying.  We have a humanitarian update with details in my office.

           **Central African Republic/Chad

           On Chad and the Central African Republic, we understand that an additional 15,000 Central African refugees and returning Chadians, some of them wounded, have fled to southern Chad in the last four days amid raging fighting  between Government and rebel forces in the western Central African Republic.  The Office of the United Nations High  Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) says that since last Wednesday an average of 1,000 people per day have been crossing the border.

           The increased influx now brings the total number of refugees and returning Chadians around towns and border  villages to an estimated 21,000 people.  Plans are underway to set up a camp for the refugees and to transport the  returning Chadians home.  For more information, you can get details in the UNHCR briefing note in my office.

           **International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia

           From the Yugoslavia Tribunal, the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) confirmed  that Serbian politician Vojislav Seselj was transferred today to the Tribunal’s detention unit, with his initial appearance  before the court to be scheduled shortly.  Seselj was indicted earlier this month on eight counts of crimes against  humanity and six counts of war crimes.

           **Thailand

           The United Nations rapporteur who deals with extrajudicial executions, Asma Jahangir, today expressed her deep concern at reports of more than 100 deaths in Thailand following a crackdown on the drug trade.  She cited  allegations of the excessive use of force during law-enforcement operations by the Thai authorities.  She called on the Thai authorities to carry out transparent and independent investigations into each individual death.  We have more details in a press release upstairs.

           **Timor-Leste

           On Timor-Leste, just after noon local time today in Timor-Leste, a minibus carrying civilians was attacked by  an armed group in the Bobonaro district near the border with West Timor.  The Timor-Leste National Police and the United Nations Police responded and were joined by the Quick Reaction Force of the United Nations peacekeeping  mission.  One passenger was killed and three seriously injured.  Two of the serious injuries were taken to Dili and the  third to the regional peacekeeping force medical centre.

           Earlier in the day, a truck was similarly attacked in the same area.  The United Nations police are assisting

     the Timor Leste police in investigating the incidents.  We have a press release from Dili with more information.

           **AIDS Vaccine Trials

           On AIDS vaccine trails, Peter Piot, the Executive Director of the Joint United Nations Programme on

     HIV/AIDS, or UNAIDS, said today that the preliminary results of a large-scale trial for an AIDS vaccine were

     promising.  The trials, being conducted by the United States company VaxGen, show a protective effect among  non-Caucasian population, but had a minimal effect on the Caucasian participants.  Piot said the trials indicate that a  vaccine can work, but that there was need for more targeted research to find out why the vaccine only seems to work on certain sub-groups of population. 

           Gro Harlem Brundtland, Director General of the World Health Organization, said that continued research into  HIV vaccines remained an urgent global need, and especially for vaccines against the most prevalent HIV sub-types that are devastating sub-Saharan Africa.  A total of 22 candidate vaccines are being tested in developing countries  including Brazil, Haiti, Peru, Thailand, Trinidad and Tobago and Uganda.  We have a joint UNAIDS/WHO press release  with more information. 

           **Colombia

           Out of Colombia, the United Nations has presented a Humanitarian Action Plan for Colombia to the

     international donor community.  Out of the total budget of $79.4 million, $48.9 million still needs to be raised.  The  Plan aims to ensure respect for and access to human rights for the population affected by the humanitarian crisis.     Last year, more than a quarter of a million people were forced to flee their homes due to armed conflict, with  indigenous people being particularly affected.  We have a press release with more details.

           **Children and Armed Conflict

           News out of Sierra Leone:  The Secretary-General’s Special Representative for Children and Armed Conflict, Olara Otunnu, is in Sierra Leone for a weeklong visit to assess the status of war-affected children now that the country  has entered the post-conflict, peace-building phase.  Two initiatives that were proposed by Otunnu in his report  “Agenda for action for the Children of Sierra Leone” in 1999.  They will be inaugurated during his visit.  The initiatives  are the National Commission for War-Affected Children and the Voice of Children, a radio station run by and for children.  We have a press release with details.

           **Budget

           Budget news.  Madagascar today became the fiftieth Member State to be paid in full for the regular budget

     assessments for 2003 –- that was with a payment of about $28,000.

           **Press Conference

           And finally a press conference tomorrow -- 3:15, Hans Dahlgren, State Secretary for Foreign Affairs of

     Sweden, together with Dr. Peter Wallensteen of Uppsala University, will be in this room to brief you on the Stockholm Process on the Implementation of Targeted Sanctions.

           **Questions and Answers

           Question:  Have the inspectors and Iraqi officials reached any agreement on destroying Al-Samoud missiles?

           Spokesman:  Has Dr. Blix heard from the Iraqi Government, you mean, in response to his letter? 

           As of early this morning, they told us they had not heard.  They are all downstairs now in the Commissioner’s   meeting, so I don’t know that that’s the freshest information.  But, as of early this morning, they had not had any word  from Iraq.

           Question:  This press conference, targeted sanctions, what does that mean?  Do you know?

           Spokesman:  If you check with my office they probably have a handout for you, which will give you all the  details.  I’m not sure what the Stockholm Process is, but I’m sure we have some information that the sponsors of the  press release gave us that we can share with you.

           Question:  How many of these Al-Samoud missiles are supposed to be destroyed?

           Spokesman:  My understanding is all of them, as it has been judged that their range exceeds that allowed

     under Security Council resolutions.

                                              * *** *_________________________________________________________________________________________
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* * * *

Iraq: Security Council

24 February – The Security Council today was presented with two plans on how to proceed with the disarmament of Iraq, with one calling for bulked up and continued inspections by the United Nations while the other would find that Iraq has failed to take the “final opportunity” afforded to it in resolution 1441.

The President of the 15-nation body, Ambassador Gunter Pleuger of Germany, told reporters that during its closed-door consultations, the Council received a “memorandum” from France, Germany and the Russian Federation calling for continued UN inspections, as well as a draft resolution co-sponsored by Spain, the United Kingdom and United States that referred to “serious consequences” mentioned in resolution 1441 if Baghdad did not comply.

He said the Council will hold further consultations Thursday on the two documents after delegations have had a chance to consult with their capitals.

The text introduced by the UK would decide that Iraq “has failed to take the final opportunity afforded to it in resolution 1441,” which was adopted unanimously last November acknowledging that Iraq “has been and remains in material breach” of its disarmament obligations and gave the country a last chance to comply.

“There needs to be United Nations action if there is serious doubt about Iraq’s cooperation,” Ambassador Jeremy Greenstock of the United Kingdom told reporters.

US Ambassador John D. Negroponte said it was now apparent that instead of seizing this opportunity, Iraq has tried to continue business as usual. “We have not seen what this Council has insisted on seeing, a strategic decision by Iraq to disarm,” he said. “That is the bar set by resolution 1441, and Iraq is immensely far from reaching that bar, and we all know it.”

The document circulated by France notes that the conditions for using force against Iraq have not been fulfilled since, while suspicions remain, no evidence has been given that Iraq still possesses weapons of mass destruction. The text also stresses that the Council must step up its efforts to give a “real chance to the peaceful settlement of the crisis.”

Ambassador Jean-Marc de La Sablière of France told reporters there is no reason for the time being to discuss or to adopt a new resolution. “Our common goal, which is a goal very clearly identified in resolution 1441, is that Iraq should be disarmed,” he said. “And it is very clear that the priority is that Iraq should be disarmed peacefully. Now, the time has not come to discuss if all of these options have been exhausted. The time has not come to discuss a military option.”

For his part, Ambassador Sergey Lavrov of the Russian Federation said he did not think that the chance for the peaceful disarmament of Iraq has been lost or missed. “We are convinced, on the contrary, that the inspections are proceeding effectively and that Iraq is responding to the demands of the international community and to the pressure exerted on it,” he said. “We think that this should continue on the basis of the unity of the Council, which we very strongly support.”

* * *

Non-Aligned Movement

24 February – Secretary-General Kofi Annan made a new appeal to Iraq today to disarm and cooperate proactively with United Nations inspectors in their search for banned weapons of mass destruction, saying that even now war was not inevitable.

In a speech to the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) summit in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, delivered by Lakhdar Brahimi, his Special Representative in Afghanistan, the Secretary-General also warned that the legitimacy of, and support for, action in Iraq would be seriously impaired if taken without the authority of the Security Council.

“Iraq must disarm,” said Mr. Annan, currently visiting Europe. “For the sake of its own people, and for the sake of world security and world order – I urge the Iraqi leadership to choose full transparency and cooperation with the inspectors to help avoid conflict.”

The Secretary-General also stressed that if the Security Council manages this crisis effectively and successfully, its credibility and influence will be considerably enhanced. “States and peoples around the world attach fundamental importance to such legitimacy, and to the international rule of law,” he said.

Thanking the NAM for its help in efforts to find a peaceful solution in Iraq, Mr. Annan warned of the potentially very serious humanitarian implications of the crisis. “Already, the humanitarian situation in Iraq is of great concern. The population is highly vulnerable, with one million children under five chronically malnourished, and five million Iraqis lacking access to safe water and sanitation.”

Turning to the Middle East, Mr. Annan said the road map drawn up by the diplomatic Quartet – United Nations, United States, European Union and Russia – for a two-state solution provided the best hope for ending the crisis. “The human and material losses sustained by the Palestinian people in the last two years have been nothing short of catastrophic,” he said. “Hundreds of lives have been lost, mostly among Palestinians, but also among Israelis. Tragically, and unacceptably, many of the victims have been children.”

In Africa, the Secretary-General called on all Ivoirians to support the recent multi-party agreement signed in France to end the fighting. He said the humanitarian situation in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) remained of deep concern but that in Sudan prospects for peace seemed brighter today than at any time in the past three decades.

Finally he appealed to all to be guided by the “noble aims” of the Millennium Summit of 2000 not only in eradicating poverty, protecting the environment, fighting terrorism and AIDS, and providing education for children, but also in upholding human rights, promoting democracy, the rule of law and good governance.

* * *

Iraq: inspections

24 February – The United Nations board that provides guidance to UN disarmament official Hans Blix is meeting today with him to review his upcoming quarterly report to the Security Council on the work of the UN weapons inspectors in Iraq.
The talks on the 1 March report between Mr. Blix, Executive Chairman of the UN Monitoring, Verification and Inspection Commission (UNMOVIC), and the College of Commissioners are scheduled to last through tomorrow at UN Headquarters in New York.

Meanwhile in Turkey, reporters asked UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan about last Friday’s letter from Mr. Blix to Iraq ordering the destruction of its Al-Samoud 2 missiles by 1 March. “The letter is very clear, they have to destroy these weapons,” the Secretary-General said yesterday upon his arrival in Ankara. He added that he was confident Iraq would do so, otherwise, “if they refuse to destroy it, the Council will have to take a decision on that.”

The Secretary-General also stressed that the Iraqi authorities should realize the urgency and the seriousness of the situation and noted that the inspectors are in constant touch with them. “I think it is obvious that it is urgent and they must do it,” he said. “And I hope they are not misreading the demonstrations and the mood around the world. Everyone, including those who are marching in these demonstrations, wants Iraq to decide and they want Iraq to comply with UN resolutions. So they should not misread the public.”

As for the inspections, four UNMOVIC missile teams performed five inspections. One team routinely placed tags onto SA-2 missiles that had finished maintenance at the Al Harith Company. A second team inspected the Al Rasheed Company, which is involved in the design and production of solid propellant missiles, and also inspected the Al Qaid Factory, which is involved in warhead filling.

A third team inspected the Al Eyz State Company, which refurbishes electronic equipment, while the fourth team inspected the Al Mutasim Factory, which is involved in final assembling testing and qualification of solid propellant missiles.

Approximately 100 kilometres southwest of Baghdad, an UNMOVIC biological team visited an airfield and munitions testing range site, and inspected munitions fragments at an old destruction site.

An UNMOVIC chemical team conducted a rebaselining inspection of the Baghdad Institute of Technology.

In Mosul, a joint UNMOVIC biological and multidisciplinary team inspected the Environmental Engineering Laboratory, which is part of the Department of Civil Engineering at Mosul University. “This laboratory performs chemical and microbiological analysis on environmental water samples,” UNMOVIC spokesman Hiro Ueki said in Baghdad. A second multidisciplinary team, meanwhile, inspected two sites related to the Mosul Oilfield, including shelters and bunkers.

Activities carried out by the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) included a car-borne radiation survey in an area approximately 20 kilometres southwest of Baghdad. Two other IAEA teams inspected the following four sites associated with missiles and small arms to investigate their use of high-strength magnets: the Al-Midlad State Company, the Al-Karama and the Al-Razzi State Company, and Al-Yarmook.

* * *

Iraq 

23 February – United Nations weapons inspectors in Iraq today maintained their focus on probing the country’s missile systems while continuing scrutiny of suspected biological, chemical and nuclear warfare sites.

Experts from the UN Monitoring, Verification and Inspections Commission (UNMOVIC) observed a static test of the Al Samoud 2 missile conducted at Al Rafah, according to a UN spokesman in Baghdad.

The UN also inspected Al Quadissiya, which spokesman Hiro Ueki said “produces heat-resistant components for several missile systems.”

In addition, an UNMOVIC team inspected Al Melad, a facility involved in the guidance and control system for the Al Fatah missile.

UN chemical experts inspected the Al Murage Company for Perfume Production in Baghdad, while a joint UNMOVIC multidisciplinary/biological team examined the former Karbala Ammunition Filling Plant. “This large facility, presently known as the Tabook State Company, is dedicated to filling various types of conventional ammunitions for the Ministry of Defence,” Mr. Ueki explained.

Another joint UNMOVIC multidisciplinary/biological team inspected the Veterinary College at Mosul University, he reported, adding that germ warfare experts also inspected the Ninevah Food Industrial Company in Mosul.

Meanwhile, a team from the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) conducted a “car-borne radiation survey” in the area of the Al Mutanna site, Mr. Ueki said.

* * * 

Iraq

22 February – As the United Nations continued its arms inspections in Iraq today, experts from the world body probed further into the country’s missile development capacity.

Teams from the UN Monitoring, Verification and Inspection Commission (UNMOVIC) inspected the Ibn Al facility, where they inventoried components and sub-assemblies of the Al Samoud 2 missile, which is produced at the site.

A second team inspected the remains of a liquid engine propellant test stand and placed tags on two pieces of manufacturing equipment, while a third team inspected Al Nasser – a large facility involved in the production of components for the Al Samoud 2 missile, according to a UN spokesman in Baghdad.

An UNMOVIC multidisciplinary team inspected the Iraqi Army’s Liquid Propellant Analytical Laboratory, which spokesman Hiro Ueki said “performs validation and control analyses of rocket and missile fuel used in air defence.” 

Biological warfare experts visited two sites in the Baghdad area, a research centre and a testing laboratory, “to observe the destruction of a relatively small amount of out-of-date bacterial growth media previously monitored by the UN Special Commission (UNSCOM),” Mr. Ueki said. He added that this action was taken following a formal request from the sites transmitted through the Iraqi National Monitoring Directorate.

Meanwhile, experts from the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) conducted a car-borne radiation survey in the area of the Yarmouk GE Site. They also inspected the Al Kadessiya General Establishment and the Al Nahrawan munitions factory.

* * *

Cyprus

24 February – Despite the short time left, a deal still could be reached to enable a united Cyprus to join the European Union later this year, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan said today in Turkey, where he is kicking off a tour of the region in a late push to finalize such an accord before a Friday deadline.

“We have a unique window of opportunity to try and get united Cyprus into the European Union. That is why I am here despite the urgent crisis of Iraq that the United Nations is dealing with right now,” the Secretary-General told reporters this afternoon after a meeting with Recep Tayyip Erdogan, leader of the Turkish ruling party.

“We have been discussing and searching for a settlement for a long time,” he added. “The issues are well known; we have had intensive consultations with the parties. We've been discussing the plans with them, we know their concerns and their worries and they also have the sense of what to expect from me and what we have in mind. I will be giving them a fresh document in the next day or so.”

In a statement to the press upon his arrival yesterday in Ankara, the Secretary-General referred to the timeframe under which the Greek Cypriots and the Turkish Cypriots need to seal an agreement before Cyprus is to accede to the Europe Union on 16 April, noting that both sides have to decide in separate, simultaneous referendums on 30 March to approve a comprehensive settlement.

“For this to happen, the leaders must come to terms in time for those referendums to go forward,” Mr. Annan stressed, noting that he will also be travelling to Greece and Cyprus. “That time is now. That is why I am here. I wish to do all I can to encourage the leaders to muster the spirit of compromise, courage and leadership of which they are capable.”

In his meetings today, the Secretary-General conferred with his senior advisers on Cyprus before meeting first with President Ahmed Nejdet Sezer, with whom he discussed Cyprus and Iraq.

After that encounter, Mr. Annan held talks with Mr. Erdogan. The Secretary-General is expected to meet with Prime Minister Abdullah Gul this evening before attending a dinner hosted by the Prime Minister in his honour.

* * *

Afghanistan

24 February – Citing “recent and worrying trends,” the top United Nations peacekeeping official today called for immediate measures to improve security in Afghanistan, where international assistance agencies have come under threat of kidnapping and other hostile action.

Speaking at the outset of an open meeting of the Security Council, Jean-Marie Guéhenno, Under-Secretary-General for Peacekeeping Operations, said the UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA) had discussed with UN agencies and foreign missions a potential contingency withdrawal from certain areas to other locations in the country, should incidents warrant it.

“I must stress that that is simply contingency planning and there is, at present, no sense among key actors in Afghanistan that there is any area that has, or is likely to, reach a state where withdrawal would be required,” he said in his briefing, which was followed by statements from all 15 Council members as well as the representatives of Afghanistan and Japan.

Mr. Guéhenno referred to a series of incidents, including mine and grenade attacks in Kandahar and Kunduz, and kidnapping threats in Kabul, Jalalabad and Kunar provinces where security had been reinforced. “We remain, however, worried about increasing threats and actions against international assistance agencies,” he said.

He said human rights continued to be undermined by poor overall security and UNAMA continued to hear of cases of extra-judiciary executions, extortions and forced displacements. “While the Bonn (peace) process has so far successfully averted full-scale fighting between major rival factions, Afghans continue to suffer on a human level from the insecurity created by the conjunction of weak national security and strong local commanders,” he added.

“The challenges of reforming the Afghan security sector are significant. The national army needs to be built, factional armies need to be dissolved, and assistance needs to be provided to help ex-combatants reintegrate into civilian life.”

Echoing that statement, Mutsuyoshi Nishimura, Ambassador of Japan in Charge of Afghan Aid Coordination, warned that nation-building would not be able to succeed in Afghanistan so long as it remained a land of weapons where dangerous levels of tension existed between various armed groups. Among the challenges ahead were identifying combatants, transparently collecting weapons, adhering to timetables, dealing with commanders to whom large numbers of people were loyal, and acquiring adequate funding. In that context, the more than $50 million pledged at the recent Tokyo conference on disarming, demobilizing, and reintegrating soldiers was a good beginning.

For his part, the Special Representative of the German Government for the training of the Afghan police force, Harald Braun, noted that rebuilding the police force was vital to future security in Afghanistan. Various conditions, such as continuing international support for the fight against terrorism in Afghanistan and diminished interference from regional leaders, had been designated as crucial for success.

* * *

Afghanistan

 
23 February – Lakhdar Brahimi, the senior United Nations envoy to Afghanistan, has urged donors meeting in Tokyo to support the country’s efforts to help ex-soldiers lay down their arms.

Mr. Brahimi called disarmament, demobilization and reintegration (DDR) of former combatants “a fundamental component of the whole effort to advance the peace process, build the rule of law and allow for reconstruction and investment to return Afghanistan to a normal economic and social footing.”

In his address to the “Consolidation of Peace (DDR) in Afghanistan Conference” on Saturday, the envoy acknowledged that the process would not be easy but urged the international community to have patience, remain focused and be persistent.

“Donors, of course, are the indispensable part of the puzzle,” he said. Pointing out that many – if not most – Afghan fighters are keen to return to civilian life, he stressed that ensuring sufficient funding to see them through the reintegration process would “significantly increase their confidence and readiness to commit to demobilization.”

The Afghan President, Hamid Karzai, also addressed the Conference, which was attended by representatives of some 40 countries and international organizations.

Participants endorsed the Government’s establishment of Afghanistan’s “New Beginnings Programme” with the assistance of the UN mission in the country (UNAMA) and the international community. A UN spokesman in Kabul today reported that in addition to the $35 million already committed by the Japanese Government, other pledges, including from the United States, United Kingdom and Canada, totalled some $50 million.

The spokesman also reported that Mr. Brahimi is headed to Malaysia to deliver a message on behalf of Secretary-General Kofi Annan at a meeting of the Non-Aligned Movement in Kuala Lumpur.

* * *

China


24 February – The United Nations Secretary-General, Kofi Annan, today assured the Government of China that the UN stands ready to assist in responding to the needs created by the powerful earthquake in the Xinjiang region.

Mr. Annan was saddened to learn of the loss of life and destruction that resulted from the earthquake, his spokesman noted in a statement issued today.

In the statement, the Secretary General also conveyed his heartfelt sympathy to the people and Government of China as they cope with their losses.

* * *

Pakistan

24 February – Appalled by Saturday’s attack on a Shiite mosque in Pakistan, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today urged government authorities in that country to make every effort to bring those responsible to justice.

The attack on the mosque in Karachi, which left several people dead and many injured, was apparently aimed at dividing religious communities in Pakistan, according to a statement issued in New York by a spokesman for Mr. Annan.

The Secretary-General also conveyed his condolences to the bereaved families and to the Government of Pakistan.

* * *

Côte d’Ivoire 

24 February – A diverse team of experts dispatched to Côte d’Ivoire by United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan arrived in the war-torn country today to begin its work amid mounting international concern that a recent peace agreement has failed to quell hostilities or ease ethnic tensions.

The 13-member, multi-disciplinary team of UN technical experts aims to gather the necessary information on the ground, which would allow the Secretary-General to prepare recommendations to the Security Council on any possible role the UN could play in support of the implementation of the Linas-Marcoussis Agreement.

The French-brokered accord, signed and adopted in Paris late last month, calls upon the Ivoirian Government, rebels and political opposition to share power in a transitional government until elections in 2005. A groundswell of resistance sparked a series of violent protests and demonstrations that rocked Abidjan, Côte d’Ivoire’s main city. Increased ethnic tensions and tribal clashes have now swept the whole of West Africa, generating ever-increasing flights of refuges and internally displaced persons.  

The current mission, which includes high-ranking political, humanitarian, human rights and security officials, is being led by Assistant Secretary-General for UN Peacekeeping Operations, Hedi Annabi, and is scheduled to remain in Côte d’Ivoire until 5 March.


Meanwhile, the host of humanitarian agencies struggling to stay a step ahead of the sporadic violence in Côte d’Ivoire and deepening regional crisis, report that continuing instability has limited their access to people in need, according to the UN’s Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA).  

The western area of Côte d’Ivoire along the border with Liberia remains highly unstable. OCHA said reports of atrocities and lawlessness in the west and large numbers of internally displaced persons fleeing violence are extremely worrying. Non-governmental organizations working in the region report that military confrontations, rape and pillaging had driven more than 85,000 people from their homes. They describe “deplorable” hygiene and shelter conditions in already overpopulated villages along the fringes of the combat zone, as more and more people are forced to seek refuge there.

Throughout all this, the UN refugee agency is continuing voluntary repatriation of extremely vulnerable Liberian refugees from the town of Tabou in southwestern Côte d’Ivoire. As of 19 February, 2,200 had been repatriated.  

* * *

Central African Republic

24 February – Raging clashes between government and rebel forces in the western Central African Republic (CAR) have driven an additional 15,000 people into southern Chad, according to the United Nations refugee agency.

The influx, steadily increasing over the last four days, brings the total number of refugees and returning Chadians around towns and border villages to an estimated 21,000 people. The UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) reported that plans are underway to set up a camp for the refugees and to transport the returning Chadians home. 

Following a fresh government offensive against rebels in the northern part of the CAR last week, Elike Segbor, the UNHCR's Representative for the CAR and Chad, estimates that as many as 1,000 people a day – some of them wounded and many others near exhaustion from walking over 200 kilometres to safety – are streaming across the border into neighbouring Chad. 

Meanwhile, the UN refugee agency is making arrangements to re-establish a presence in Chad following the closure of its office there more than a year ago. This morning, a staff member attached to the Chadian Government's National Refugee Committee (NRC) was sent from the capital, Ndjamena, to the southern border areas to continue monitoring the situation and to help with preparations to transport Chadian nationals to their areas of origin, mainly in the Salamat prefecture. 


UNHCR is also preparing to deploy an emergency team consisting of a site-planner, legal personnel and field staff who are expected to establish a new camp for the Central African refugees.

* * *

ICTY

24 February – Serbian politician Vojislav Seselj was transferred today to the United Nations war crimes tribunal in The Hague, where he is awaiting his initial appearance before the court on charges of crimes against humanity, and other crimes including participation in war propaganda and incitement of hatred towards non-Serb people. 

Prosecutors at the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) allege Mr. Seselj, as then president of the Serbian Radical Party (SRS) made nationalistic speeches which incited racial hatred, and also formed a paramilitary unit which committed atrocities in Croatia, Bosnia and the Vojvodina region of Serbia from 1991 to 1993. In public speeches, he allegedly called for the expulsion of Croat civilians from parts of the Vojvodina and thus instigated his followers and the local authorities to engage in a persecution campaign against the local Croat population.

The prosecutors also allege that Mr. Seselj – indicted on 14 February on eight counts of crimes against humanity and six violations of the laws or customs of war – participated in war propaganda and incitement of hatred towards non-Serb people and instigated his volunteer units and other Serb forces in Croatia and Bosnia and Herzegovina to commit crimes. 

According to the indictment, he also participated in a “joint criminal enterprise,” including the permanent forcible removal of a majority of the Croat, Muslim and other non-Serbian populations from nearly one-third of the territory of Croatia, large parts of Bosnia and Herzegovina and for parts of Vojvodina. He allegedly participated in the provision of financial, logistical and political support necessary for such take-overs with the help of ex-Yugoslav leader Slobodan Milosevic, already held under indictment by the UN court on charges of atrocities against the Albanian majority in Kosovo in 1999.

* * *

Thailand


24 February – Deeply concerned by reports of more than 100 deaths during Thailand’s recent crackdown on drug trafficking, the top United Nations expert on summary or arbitrary executions today urged authorities in that country to carry out their duties in strict compliance with international human rights standards.

In a statement from Geneva today, Asma Jahangir, the Special Rapporteur of the UN Commission on Human Rights on extrajudicial, summary or arbitrary executions, cited allegations of excessive use of force resulting in extrajudicial executions in the course of the ongoing law enforcement operations by Thai authorities.


Her call for strict compliance with international human rights law by Thai law enforcement and security officials also stressed the need to rigorously follow “the strict limits on the use of lethal force, as stipulated under the United Nations Basic Principles on the Use of Force and Firearms by Law-enforcement Officials.”

Ms. Jahangir also called on the Thai authorities to quickly carry out transparent and independent investigations into each individual death, in order to assess the accountability of law enforcement and security officials. “The perpetrators of human rights violations are brought to justice in accordance with national and international standards,” she said.


* * *

Timor-Leste

24 February – United Nations police and peacekeepers are helping authorities in Timor-Leste investigate an attack on vehicles near the border with West Timor today that left one passenger dead and three seriously injured.

According to the UN Mission of Support in East Timor (UNMISET), an armed group attacked a minibus carrying civilians in Bobonaro District. The Timor-Leste national police and UN police responded to the incident and were joined by a Quick Reaction Force of UN peacekeepers.

Two of the injured were taken to the capital, Dili, and the third to the UN peacekeeping force’s regional medical centre.

Earlier in the day, a truck was similarly attacked in the same area.

* * *

WHO/UNAIDS

24 February – With an estimated 42 million people living with HIV worldwide, the United Nations today said preliminary results of a large-scale trial of a candidate AIDS vaccine announced by a biotechnology company in the United States are an important step in developing an effective vaccine.

The World Health Organization (WHO) and the Joint UN Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS) said the trial by VaxGen using the AIDSVAX vaccine appears to show a protective effect among non-Caucasian populations, especially African Americans, although sample sizes were small. However, for the majority of the participants, who were Caucasians, the effect of the vaccine was minimal. 

“These results are promising. The trial provides clear evidence that a vaccine can work,” said Dr. Peter Piot, Executive Director of UNAIDS. “However, there is an urgent need for more targeted research to find out why the candidate vaccine only seems to work in certain population sub-groups.” 

The company stressed that the results announced today only represent findings from an initial analysis. The two UN agencies also stated that an effective vaccine providing widespread protection is still not on the horizon. 

The AIDSVAX Phase III trial was the first large-scale human trial of an HIV vaccine, with over 5,400 volunteers from the United States, Canada, and the Netherlands, the majority of whom were men who have sex with men. The vaccine used in this trial was designed to reduce susceptibility to infection with HIV subtype B, which is prevalent in the Americas, Western Europe, Australia and New Zealand. One of the major challenges in HIV vaccine development is to develop one or multiple vaccines effective against all major subtypes of HIV. 

“Continued HIV vaccine research remains an urgent global need,” said Dr. Gro Harlem Brundtland, Director-General of WHO. “We will need many more trials to develop effective HIV vaccines, particularly against the most prevalent HIV sub-types which are having a devastating impact on populations in sub-Saharan Africa.” 

* * *

Zambia

24 February - Zambia faces another extremely challenging year, as the combined impact of food shortages and a high rate of HIV/AIDS continues to devastate communities despite international support, the United Nations said today. 

The UN Office of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) said 50,000 tons of UN-provided food, and around 27,000 tons of government-provided food relief were delivered to Zambia after two years of highly erratic rains reduced crop yield by 40 per cent. In addition around 60,000 farmers who had lost seed were able to plant this year. 
Despite this aid, prospects for this season’s crop are not optimum, with forecasters predicting that the moderate El Niño event in southern Africa could again significantly affect rainfall patterns, particularly in the south. It is also unlikely communities will recover quickly from food shortages even if the harvest from mid-April is relatively good, OCHA said. Recent studies in Africa have painted an alarming picture of the impact of chronic illness on a household’s food security-reduced food production, depleted assets, and reduced labour. 

The high prevalence of HIV/AIDS in Zambia has resulted in a large population that is unable to meet its own needs, and often resorts to survival strategies that put women and children at growing risk of exploitation and HIV infection, OCHA said. Stocks of essential drugs were boosted and capacity building support to health and nutrition surveillance systems has begun, and will continue. 

In the next six months, priorities include addressing the special needs of households affected by HIV/AIDS, reorienting food relief programmes so that food aid does not undermine the market during harvest time and improving rural health services in Zambia.

* * *

Colombia

24 February – The United Nations has called on the international donor community to raise nearly $50 million to help two million internal refugees displaced by the on-going armed conflict in Colombia.

Last week the UN presented donors with a Humanitarian Action Plan (HAP) totalling $79.4 million, of which $48.9 million still needs to be raised. The Plan aims to ensure respect for, and access to, human rights for the population affected by the humanitarian crisis, as well as strengthen the state institutions and the rule of law.

Last year alone more than 250,000 Colombians were forced to flee their homes, with indigenous people being particularly affected, to the extent that most of the indigenous population has been or is displaced, or is at risk of being so. The Afro-Colombian communities have also been severely affected. Almost half the total population of displaced persons are children.

HAP is a joint effort undertaken by the UN under the leadership of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA).

* *** *
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 � HYPERLINK  \l "Mercury" ��ENS - California Grocers Warn of Mercury in Fish� 


� HYPERLINK  \l "Climat" ��From Radio France website  - Climat : La planète a la fièvre�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Raffarin" ��France 2 - Climat: l'appel de Raffarin�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Changement" ��Le Monde - La France n'échappera pas au changement climatique (TROIS QUESTIONS au climatologue Jean Jouzel)� 
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