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           24 March 2003 

           UNEP Calls for Action Plan to Save Iraqi Marshlands

           (Tells World Water Forum marshlands disappearing at alarming rate)  United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) Executive Director Klaus  Toepfer says the post-war rehabilitation of Iraq should include a full           assessment and action plan for the restoration of the Mesopotamian marshlands of southern Iraq, which are continuing to disappear at an alarming rate.

           According to a March 22 press release, Toepfer told the World Water Forum that met March 16-23 in Kyoto, Japan that UNEP's Post Conflict Assessment Unit stood ready to assist in any project to restore the           Iraqi wetlands. This unit has successfully drawn up action plans for the Balkans and more recently Afghanistan and the Occupied Palestinian Territories.

           Two years have elapsed since UNEP drew the world's attention to the plight of the Mesopotamian marshlands, which are home to the Marsh Arabs as well as rare animal species. Satellite studies show that,

           mainly as a result of drainage and damming, the wetlands of the Tigris-Euphrates basin by 2001 were reduced to about 10 percent of  their original area, which covered between 15,000-20,000 square

           kilometers.

           Toepfer said a long-term recovery plan is needed, which will require a holistic river basin approach based on the ultimate goal of sustaining  riverine ecology and in which all the Tigris-Euphrates riparian countries -- Iran, Iraq, Syria and Turkey -- share the rivers' waters in a coordinated and equitable manner.

           "It is an environmental catastrophe for this region and underscores  the huge pressures facing wetlands and freshwater ecosystems across the world," Toepfer said.

           UNEP's report on the marshlands, entitled "The Mesopotamian Marshlands: Demise of an Ecosystem (UNEP Report, 2001, updated 2003),"  can be found at the following Web site:  http://www.grid.unep.ch/activities/sustainable/tigris/marshlands/report.php

           Following is the text of the press release:

           (begin text)

           United Nations Environment 

           March 22, 2003

           "Garden of Eden" in Southern Iraq Likely to Disappear Completely in  Five Years Unless Urgent Action Taken

           UNEP Says Post-War Rehabilitation Should Include the Marshlands of  Mesopotamia for the Sake of People and Wildlife

           Kyoto/Nairobi - The Marshlands of Mesopotamia, considered by some to  be the Biblical location of the Garden of Eden and known as the  fertile crescent, are continuing to disappear at an alarming rate.

           Studies, disclosed today at the 3rd World Water Forum taking place in  Kyoto, Japan, indicate that of the 10 per cent of the marshlands left, one third has disappeared in the past two years with many endangered species such as the Sacred Ibis and African darter holding on at a  knife's edge.

           Two years have elapsed since the United Nations Environment Program UNEP) drew the world's attention to the plight of the marshlands and  its unique culture, the Marsh Arabs who are the 5,000 year-old heirs           of the Babylonians and Sumerians.

           Satellite studies, carried out by UNEP's collaborating GRID-Geneva center and covering a period from the early 1970s to 2000, showed that  90 per cent of the marshlands, also home to rare and unique species  and a spawning ground for Gulf fisheries, had disappeared.

           The new studies show that a further 325 square kilometers have dried

           out since 2000 leaving just seven per cent of the original area. Unless urgent action is taken to reverse the trend and rehabilitate  the marshlands, the entire wetland known as the Hawr Al-Hawizeh in Iraq and Hawr Al-Azim in Iran, are likely to have gone in three to  five years.

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

           "We have already lost half of the world's wetlands in the last 100 years, and the continued desiccation of the Mesopotamian marshlands  confirms that more decisive and concrete action is needed," he said.  Mr Toepfer said he hoped that the end of hostilities in Iraq and the  rehabilitation of the country would include a full assessment and  action plan for the restoration of the marshes.

           UNEP's Post Conflict Assessment Unit, which has successfully carried  out environmental assessments and drawn up action plans for the Balkans and more recently Afghanistan and the Occupied Palestinian           Territories, stood ready to assist in any project to restore the wetlands.

           Mr Toepfer said such an assessment needed to address all the issues which are potentially impacting on the marshes. These include extensive internal drainage programs and dams upstream including those  on the Euphrates and Tigris rivers. UNEP believes there is still a last window of opportunity to reverse wetland desiccation and achieve at least partial restoration. In the short term, an emergency release  of water from reservoir dams in Iran and Iraq to simulate the seasonal flood is needed.

           Iran reacted positively with a limited release of water to the wetlands in March and April 2002 flooding the northern core part.

           A long-term recovery plan is however needed. This will require a  holistic river basin approach based on the ultimate goal of sustaining  riverine ecology and in which all Tigris-Euphrates riparian countries share the rivers' waters in a coordinated and equitable manner. An integrated catchment plan would also give priority to allocating an  adequate amount of water to the wetlands, while water releases from existing dams can be timed to mimic natural flow patterns and bring  the marshlands back to life.

           The Mesopotamian marshlands are an integral part of the Tigris-Euphrates river basin, which is shared by Iran, Iraq, Syria and Turkey. UNEP first drew the world's attention to the demise of the largest wetland ecosystem in the Middle East Mesopotamian marshlands in May 2001 with hard evidence from satellite imagery capturing the  shrinkage of the marshlands' physical extent. The UNEP study (link  below) revealed that by spring 2000, a one thousand-square kilometer vestige straddling the Iran-Iraq border was all that was left of the extensive wetland complex, which originally covered an area of 15,000  - 20,000 square kilometers.

           The report, The Mesopotamian Marshlands: Demise of an Ecosystem (UNEP Report, 2001, updated 2003), can be found at the following Web site:ttp://www.grid.unep.ch/activities/sustainable/tigris/marshlands/report.php

           (end text)

           (Distributed by the Office of International Information Programs, U.S.

           Department of State. Web site: http://usinfo.state.gov)
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Times of India

The Times of India

March 25, 2003

UNEP starts iraq study

      BYLINE: Chandrika Mago
NEW DELHI: Given the fears of environmental devastation in Iraq, the UN Environment Programme (UNEP) has begun a study to come up with a "preliminary assessment" of the most pressing environmental challenges which will face those involved in the post-conflict effort.

      The just-announced desk study, funded by the Swiss government, will be done by UNEP's post-conflict   assessment unit. UNEP says that it is aimed at providing a rapid and timely overview of key environmental  issues in the context of the current conflict. Given the constraints, it will draw on information from multiple  sources, including media, government and NGO reports. 

      UNEP says the report will include recommendations for avoiding, minimising or mitigating risks to the   environment and human health, and is likely to identify priorities related to the management of freshwater  and waste as well as means of preventing further ecosystem degradation in Iraq. It will also identify and   suggest responses to environmental hazards arising directly from military conflict.

      Quite apart from the effects of weapons, depleted uranium (DU) munitions and oil fires, satellite images and other information indicate the crippling damage to the ecosystem in this 434,317 sq km country.

      * Though rich in water resources and wetlands fed primarily by the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, Iraq has lost   over 90 per cent of the lakes and marshlands in the lower Tigris-Euphrates over the last three decades. The   UNEP site suggests this appears to be the result of hydrological works in southern Iraq.

      * Of the 10 per cent marshlands which were left, studies just made public show a third have disappeared in  the last two years. Many endangered species such as the Sacred Ibis and African Darter are holding on "at  knife's edge", says UNEP.

      * All this has displaced the Marsh Arabs, described as the 5,000-year-old heirs of the Babylonians and  Sumerians. The marshlands were also home to rare and unique species and a spawning ground for Gulf  fisheries.

      * The marshlands of Mesopotamia, considered the Biblical location of the Garden of Eden and known as the   Fertile Crescent, are disappearing at an "alarming" rate and may vanish in five years. The Fertile Crescent is   described as probably the first area to use crops and livestock in an integrated system of agricultural production. Iraq, then, has plant varieties and livestock breeds considered valuable in dryland farming.

      * In 1948, natural forest covered four per cent of the country. Figures for 2000 put this figure at about 0.2  per cent. Fuelwood and grazing needs have fuelled exploitation. Farming and different, steppe vegetation  have replaced the forests.
_____________________________________________________________

Asia Pulse

March 24, 2003 Monday

WORLD WATER FORUM DELEGATES DISCUSS IRAQ RECONSTRUCTION

      Many delegates to the ongoing 3rd World Water Forum in Kyoto, Osaka, and Shiga March 16-23,2003 are

      already talking about an Iraqi recontruction initiative even if the war waged by the United States and its

      allies against Iraq is still on.

      Klaus Toepfer, United Nations (UN) Assistant Secretary General and Executive Director of the Nairobi-based

      United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), cited the need to help Iraq's reconstruction and

      restore the environment that could have been destroyed by the war.

      He mentioned the possible loss of water, arable land and the loss of biodiversity which he described as a

      crime against humanity. 

      A report from the Water Forum Shimbun said Toepfer had also said UNEP is now assessing Iraq's most

      urgent needs under a post-Saddam Hussein era.

      Like other UN agencies, he said UNEP would be ready to start work in Iraq "within days" of the war ending.

      The report said UNEP might not immediately get the chance to participate in the rebuilding of Iraq because

      the Bush administration will soon award big supervisory reconstruction contracts to US companies.

      It said reports from Washington DC have said the US does not envisage a major role for the UN, or even

      American NGOs, in a post-Saddam Iraq.

      Most UN agencies withdrew from Iraq hours before the United States launched its attack, the report pointed  out.

      Although the perception is that the UN could be sidelined by the US in the Iraq reconstruction initiative,

      White House spokepersons have already indicated the US will call on the UN to help and in fact, hold the

      Iraq oil fund for use in its reconstruction.

      UN Secretary General Kofi Annan however declared the UN will do the best it can to help the Iraqi people

      through its humanitarian work.

      Ian Johnson, vice president of the World Bank (WB), on the other hand, said it will be up to the UN

      development agencies to see how humanitarian help can be extended to Iraq.
______________________________________________________________

ENS

100 New Commitments Pour in as Water Forum Closes

KYOTO, Japan, March 24, 2003 (ENS) - Water demand is increasing three times as fast as the world's population growth rate, and poverty is the single most important factor related to meeting that demand, said officials at the 3rd World Water Forum, which wound up eight days of meetings on Sunday.                      More than 100 new commitments towards bringing safe water and sanitation  to the entire world were made by delegates to the Forum. 

   William Cosgrove, vice president of the World Water Council, addresses Forum delegates. (Photo courtesy IISD)

Some 24,000 participants from 182 countries, more thantriple the number of participants expected, attended the sessions. The Forum was held in the three neighboring Japanese cities of Kyoto, Shiga and

Osaka from March 16 through 23. 

Key issues revolved around balancing increasing  human requirements for adequate water supplies and

better health and sanitation with food production, transportation, energy and environmental needs. In all, 351 separate sessions    were held on 38 interlocking themes dealing with water including more

effective governance, improved capacity and adequate financing. 

A speaker told Forum delegates that the world spends 40 times more for petroleum each year than it invests in water and sanitation infrastructure and maintenance. 

French delegate Olivier Bommelaer of the Seine-Normandy River Basin Organization said that "globally $25 billion, or 0.08 percent of global gross domestic product, is invested in water supply and sanitation infrastructure each year. With operation and maintenance, "the total budget of water supply

and sanitation is around $165 billion. Just compare this to world oil budget - $ 7 trillion." This estimate was based on a world petroleum price of $25 per  barrel, which has now jumped to $35. 

The delegates agreed that community level public participation is fundamental to turning the new commitments into realities, and that the "common basic  requirement for water is an opportunity for cooperation and peace." 

"I have talked with hundreds of participants in sessions and in the corridors," said William Cosgrove, vice president of the World Water Council, one of the  main conveners of the World Water Forums, which are held every three years  in a different host country. 

The Kamo River flows through Kyoto (Photo courtesy    Karen TenEyck)

"Without exception they reported that they consider that the Forum exceeded their                    expectations," Cosgrove  said. "It was a unique  opportunity to form partnerships, join  networks and learn from  the experience of  others." 

Opening the ministerial portion of the Forum on Saturday, World Water Day, Japanese Minister of Land, Infrastructure and Transport Chikage Oogi identified population growth as one of the most serious challenges in  securing water and food supplies. Noting that 2003 is the the United Nations                      International Year of Freshwater, she urged the delegates to move, "from promise to practice, from commitment to concrete projects, and from intent to  implementation." 

                      Oogi presented the Portfolio of Water Actions, a list of some 400 voluntary                 actions offered by governments to deal with and resolve issues of water   scarcity, purity, and sanitation. 

Ryutaro Hashimoto, who chaired the National Steering Committee of the Forum, emphasized that the Ministerial Declaration should address the reconstruction of water infrastructure in Iraq and the water and sanitation  needs of internally displaced people impacted by the military action. 

Green Cross International President Mikhail Gorbachev (Photo courtesy IISD)

Former President of the Soviet Union Mikhail Gorbachev, who is currently president of Green Cross

International, told the delegates that the war in Iraq "undermines international law and democracy," and  said the Forum’s work is important in ensuring water  for peace. 

Gorbachev urged enshrinement of the right to water in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Several  delegates, including the International Development Research Centre, a public                corporation created by the Canadian government, stated that water is not a commodity, but a human right. 

Some 1.2 billion people lack a safe water supply and 2.4 billion live without secure sanitation, according to Water Forum official figures. At least five million people die yearly from water related diseases, including 2.2 million children under the age of five. 

                      An estimated one half of people in developing countries are suffering from diseases caused either directly by infection through the consumption of contaminated water or food, or indirectly by disease carrying organisms, such  as mosquitoes, that breed in water. 

To solve these immense problems and meet the United Nations Millennium Development Goals of halving, by 2015, the proportion of people without safe drinking water and basic sanitation, urgent action as well as words is needed,  delegates agreed. 

"The 3rd World Water Forum has become a truly action oriented conference,"  said Kenzo Hiroki, vice secretary general of the Forum. "It is well established that investments in water resources management and the delivery of water services are central to poverty reduction. We believe that concrete actions                      plans will come out of the Forum that when put into effect will make a real difference in the lives of the poor." 

The Forum's Organizing Committee issued a final statement, in which the  Committee agreed that they will be "solemnly committed to facing the global water challenges and to meeting the goals set forth at the Millennium Summit  of the United Nations in New York, 2000," Cosgrove said. 

Girl draws water from a public well in northern India. (Photo courtesy FAO)

To achieve those goals, countries right now  should be connecting nearly 300,000 new                                            people per day to water services and nearly  400,000 people to new sanitation services per                                            day, but far fewer are actually being  connected. A net population growth of more                                            than a billion people over the next 15 years expected, which will add to the difficulty of                                            meeting the Millennium goals. 

In its statement, the Committee pointed out   that though increasing water use efficiency                                            through developments in science and technology and improved demand                                            management are essential, these measures    alone may not be sufficient to meet the growing demand for water in most  developing regions and particularly in cities. 

"All options to augment the available water supply, including increased storage through the use of groundwater recharge and dams, need to be considered, ensuring that all those who will be affected will also benefit," the  final statement said. "The recommendations from the World Commission on                      Dams (2002) can be used as a reference. A wider adoption of good practice is required in order to avoid the environmental and social costs and risks of the  past." 

Agreements reached at the 3rd World Water Forum include: A broad consortium of organizations, including United Nations  agencies such as the Food and Agriculture Organization, the World                           Water Counci, the World Meteorological Organization, the UN  Environment Programme, UNESCO, the UN Development Programme, and the World Bank, which supported the International Dialogue on                           Water and Climate, are committed to continue building bridges  between the climate and water sector, and develop activities to better  cope with climate impacts. These organizations will form an                         International Water and Climate Alliance. The relationship of climate  to water supply accounted for more than 20 commitments made at the Forum. 

The United Nations Development Programme has committed to creating a Community Water Initiative, aimed at building on the power  of local communities to solve their own water and sanitation                          challenges. The initiative will provide innovative communities with  small grants to expand and improve their solutions. The Community Water Initiative has an estimated target budget of $50 million for                           2003-2008. 

Through the Indigenous Peoples Kyoto Water Declaration, the indigenous participants of the 3rd World Water Forum commit themselves to forming a network on water issues that will strengthen  the voice of indigenous people generally, and help empower local communities struggling to protect their water rights. 

The Ministry of Land, Infrastructure and Transport of Japan has supported the establishment of the International Flood Network  launched during the Third World Water Forum for flood mitigation.                           The network's Global Flood Warning System project offers the capacity to create the precipitation maps all over the world every three  hours. As a result, flood warnings in the world will be vastly improved,

benefiting up to 4.8 billion people. 

                           Anna Kajumulo Tibaijuka, executive  director of  UN-Habitat and Asian Development                           Bank President Tadao Chino signed  a memo of understanding on  the Asian Cities Partnership (Photo  courtesy IISD)

                           A Water and Poverty Initiative, led by Asian Development Bank, is being                  developed with collaborating partner organizations for the 3rd World Water Forum. The bank on Wednesday signed an agreement with UN Habitat on Water for Asian Cities Program, which will provide $500 million in  loans over five years. The bank signed a parallel agreement with the Cities Alliance Program, which will provide an initial $500,000 in grants for urban poor water supply and sanitation improvements, leveraged against community commitments. Additional funding for Water for Asian Cities has also been made available to UN-HABITAT by the government of Netherlands. 

                           A program to precisely identify the benefits brought by sound water  management and provide governments with appropriate tools and analysis to be considered in priority setting, planning, development,  management, and budgeting for the water sector is one commitment  made by the World Water Council. The program will be developed with a consortium of International financial institutions, UN agencies, international non-governmental organizations, and research  institutions. 

                           UNESCO and the World Water Council committed themselves to  promote, develop and support the establishment and operation of an  independent, easily accessible facility that can help solve problems related to trans-boundary waters by providing on request access to experienced technical advisers, tools, training sessions and mediators. 

                           Several international organizations and research institutes are committed to financing and continuing to develop Virtual Water, a website that simulates an actual conference environment. It provides a  discussion platform involving people around the world beyond time, region and language barriers, using the latest computer technology and the Internet. It aims to provide governments with information and  tools to utilize virtual water trade as an integral part of any government's national and regional water, food and environmental  policies. 

                           The Water and Sanitation Program of the World Bank committed itself to funding national capacity building projects for monitoring the achievement of Millenium Development Goals. Candidate countries are welcome to apply. 

                           PricewaterhouseCoopers, UN Water and Care International commit to a Global Water Initiative, to bring a substantial contribution to the Millenium Development Goals. It will start soon with a pilot project in Africa supported by the French Government, with results by the end of the year 2003. 

                           Australia commits over A$80 million in the current financial year for water activities, primarily in countries in the Asia-Pacific region. 

                           Caribbean and Pacific organizations signed a Memorandum of Understanding to implement the Joint Program for Action among 37 member states, providing for cooperation on enhancing the freshwater  environment, capacity building, data and information management, applied research, and sharing of expertise. 

                           The Netherlands will concentrate its support to Africa and assist 10 countries in the development of their national water and sanitation   plans. Further, it is committed to support the African Water Facility. 

                           The European Commission is committed through EUREAU to include                           benchmarking into the EU Water Initiative. 

                           The Mekong River flows past Myanmar (Burma). (Photo by Wolfgang Schlor                           courtesy Siam Bike  Travel)

                           The Mekong River Commission,  with the governments of Cambodia, Laos                        PDR, Thailand  and Vietnam, will prepare a navigation strategy and program by the end of 2003 to develop sustainable, effective and safe navigation on the Mekong, and to increase the international trade opportunities for the mutual benefit of the Commission's member countries. 

                      Many countries face a governance crisis, rather than a water crisis, the Forum's final statement said. "Good water governance requires effective and accountable socio-political and administrative systems adopting an integrated water resources management approach with transparent and participatory   processes that address ecological and human needs." 

The need for capacity building, education and access to information for better water management is unquestioned, the Forum said in its final statement. But these critical elements of the water development process are often given short

                      shrift. 

                      Participation of many sectors of the population is also given little attention,  and the Forum participants stressed the need for a closer examination of participation based on race, ethnicity, economic status, age, and religion to ensure inclusiveness. Large segments of society, especially women and the  poor, are not given a voice in shaping water policy. Major groups including  CEOs, unions, indigenous people, water journalists, parliamentarians, youth  and children, the Forum acknowledged, all have a point of view and deserve  the right to be heard. 

                      World Water Council president Cosgrove presented the three winners of the Water Action Contest each with a $15,000 prize. The winners are: Gansu Research Institute for Water Conservancy, China; Technology Transfer Division, Bombas de Mecate, Nicaragua; and Voluntary Action for  Development, Uganda. 

________________________________________________________________________________________

New Scientist

March 22, 2003

Dismay over call to build more dams

      BYLINE: Fred Pearce, Kyoto

BATTLE was joined for the future of the world's water supplies at the 3rd World Water Forum in Kyoto this week as public health and water experts reacted angrily to calls from the conference president to double the  number of large dams around the world.

      The UN has asked the politicians, economists, scientists and industry leaders who make up the forum to find  ways to realise its ambitious plan to bring clean drinking water and sanitation to more than a billion more  people over the coming decade.
      Mahmoud Abu-Zeid, the Egyptian water minister and president of the World Water Council (WWC), the group that organised the meeting, said massive increases in spending on large construction projects such as dams,  barrages, canals and sewer systems were needed. "The world will need to double its large dams," he said. 

      Funding for the projects will have to come from financial markets, says Michel Camdessus, a former

      managing director of the International Monetary Fund, whose report to the forum was widely viewed as  paving the way for privatising the world's water.

      A draft of the final ministerial declaration seen by New Scientist confirms that the strategy of privatisation and big-money projects is likely to be adopted by water ministers this weekend. But many scientists and UN officials condemned the strategy. They say it will never serve the billions of poor in rural communities and shanty towns who drink dirty water and have nowhere to get rid of their sewage .

      Sanitation and hygiene experts at the forum declared the strategy would not achieve the UN's goal. Instead, ministers should "reallocate finance from the big-ticket items like large dams to schemes that directly upport the poor," says Richard Jolly, chairman of the Water Supply and Sanitation Collaborative Council, which promotes sustainable development.

      Privatising water can never meet the needs of the poor, Jolly says. Commercially viable projects "can only   deliver sanitation to a tenth of the billion-plus people targeted by the UN", he says. Most of the rest "are  simply too poor to be attractive to private enterprise".

      The UN Human Settlements Programme, which aims to improve human living conditions, takes a similar line. Corporations don't want to work in shanty towns and squatter colonies "because the places may be  bulldozed at any time", says spokesman Sharad Shankardass.

      The call for large dams comes after a period in which they seemed to have gone out of fashion. The World Bank, once the largest funder of dams in the world, has not given any loans for large new dams since the mid-1990s because of their poor value for money and massive environmental impact. It pulled out of the Narmada River project in India, and refused to fund the controversial Three Gorges dam in China. But last  month the bank adopted a new water strategy that included a return to funding dams. "The developing world needs water storage," says Bill Cosgrove, vice-president of the WWC. "We cannot keep on not building  dams just because in the past some of them turned out badly."

      But some water scientists argue that funding large dams will take money from more useful water supply schemes, such as rainwater harvesting. The direct collection of rainwater on roofs and spare land is increasingly being seen as an effective way to give people access to water.

      Next month, the UN Environment Programme will launch a drive to get Asian governments to invest in rainwater harvesting. "We could help up to 2 billion people in Asia alone," says Steve Halls, director of UNEP's International Environmental Technology Centre in Osaka, Japan.

      Millions of villagers in China already collect water from their roofs. "The combined capacity is similar to the Three Gorges dam," Halls says.

      Cities could get a third of their water by harvesting rain, but governments and private companies arereluctant to take an interest in such schemes, says Hall. "They prefer big prestige projects like dams."
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The Independent (Bangladesh)

High promise but little prospects for eco-tourism in Bangladesh

Raquib Siddiqi

Eco-tourism activities have been expanding rapidly over the past two decades worldwide and further growth is expected in the future. But in Bangladesh this wind of change has so far created hardly any ripple.

Recognising its global importance, the United Nations had designated the year 2002 as the International Year of Eco-tourism, and its Commission on Sustainable Development requested international agencies, governments and the private sector to undertake supportive activities. The World Tourism Organisation (WTO) and the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) joined forces and took the leading role in the preparation and co-ordination of activities undertaken at the international level during the IYE.

How the year was observed: In Bangladesh the IYE-2002 was launched with high promise. While inaugurating Eeo-tourism Year on 30 January 2002, Prime Minister Begun Khaleda Zia voiced that her government wants to develop tourism as a priority sector and urged the private investors at home and abroad to invest in the tourism sector assuring all out support under the tourism policy of the government.

She underscored the need for integrated public-private sector programme for developing tourism in general and eco-tourism in particular and play their part to brighten the country's image. The Prime Minister also recalled that though eco-tourism was a new concept, her government had attached due importance to it in 1992 in national tourism policy.

While there is not a universal definition for eco-tourism, its general characteristics can be summarised as follows:

All nature-based forms of tourism in which the main motivation of the tourists is the observation and appreciation of nature as well as the traditional cultures prevailing in natural areas.

It minimises negative impacts upon the natural and socio-cultural environment. It supports the protection of natural areas by generating economic benefits for host communities, organisations and authorities managing natural areas with conservation purposes, providing alternative employment and income opportunities for local communities, increasing awareness towards the conservation of natural and cultural assets, both among locals and tourists.

The international year of ecotourism offered an opportunity to review successful eco-tourism experiences worldwide, in order to consolidate tools and institutional frameworks that ensure its sustainable development in the future. This means maximising the economic, environmental and social benefits from eco-tourism, while avoiding its past shortcomings and negative impacts.

Efforts to better understand eco-tourism, as well as to improve its planning, management and marketing techniques have been conducted by many eco-tourism companies and practitioners, governments and research people throughout the world. However, there has not been so far a truly comprehensive effort to allow the various stakeholders to voice their views, disseminate widely the results achieved, or to integrate such results so as to produce the necessary synergies that will ensure that eco-tourism will indeed generate the economic, social and environmental benefits expected from it.

With the above in mind, WTO and UNEP aim at involving all the actors in the field of eco-tourism during the International Year, with the following objectives in mind:

Generate greater awareness among public authorities, the private sector, the civil society and consumers regarding eco-tourism's capacity to contribute to the conservation of the natural and cultural heritage in natural and rural areas, and the improvement of standards of living in those areas.

(b) Disseminate methods and techniques for the planning, management, regulation and monitoring of ecotourism to guarantee its long-term sustainability.

(c) Promote exchanges of successful experiences in the field of eco-tourism.

(d) Increase opportunities for the efficient marketing and promotion of eco-tourism destinations and products on international markets.

Unfortunately, in Bangladesh despite formulation of a year-long programme, nothing significant has happened mainly due to lack of leadership and supervision in this regard.

The main event of the IYE was The World Eco-tourism Summit. Among the many activities undertaken at the global, national, regional and local levels on the occasion of the International Year of Eco-tourism throughout the world, the Summit held in Quebec, Canada, 19-22 May 2002 was the major landmark.

The Summit became the largest ever world-wide gathering of all types of stakeholders involved in eco-tourism, including Ministers, public sector officials, tourism companies and their trade associations, local authorities, national park managers, NGOs relevant to the eco-tourism sector, the academic community, and others.

But, this summit was virtually ignored by Bangladesh. One private tour operator and a low level official from Bangladesh Embassy in Canada represented the country.

With a view to spreading as much as possible the results expected from this International Year, WTO and UNEP recommend that:

Governments encourage the establishment of inter-ministerial working groups within the National Tourism and Environment Administrations to co-ordinate activities relating to the International Year at the country level with those to be undertaken by WTO and UNEP at the international level.

Governments define, strengthen and disseminate as appropriate, a National Strategy and specific programmes for the sustainable development and management of eco-tourism.

National governments provide technical, financial and promotional support for, and facilitate the creation and operation of small and medium size firms in the field of eco-tourism where appropriate.

Multi-stakeholder regulating and monitoring systems be set up regarding eco-tourism activities, particularly in what refers to the environmental and socio-cultural sustainability.

National and/or local committees for the celebration of the International Year of Eco-tourism are set up involving all the stakeholders relevant to this activity (public tourism and environment authorities at the national and local levels, private sector, NGOs, host communities, etc.), as well as the local media.

It is true that an inter-ministerial committee was formed to over see observance of IYE-2002, but its existence was never felt even by persons connected with tourism trade, who were to perform certain duties as per the year-long programme.

That the government is giving priority to developing tourism in general and eco-tourism in particular, is yet to be substantiated by solid actions. 

_________________________________________________________________________________________

UNEP says safe drinking water a  global priority

Observer Reporter

Tuesday, March 25, 2003

DEPUTY Resident Co-ordinator of the United Nations  Environmental Programme (UNEP), Tim Kasten, has urged countries around the world to make provisions for "clean"  drinking water a top priority this year.

He stressed that this move was necessary as more than two  million children die each year from water-related diseases.

According to Kasten, it is usually the poor in developing countries that suffer the most.

"They suffer from the lack of access to safe drinking water,  inadequate sanitation, high water prices and oftentimes, (have)  little voice to the decisions in gaining access to water  resources," he added.

The UNEP Deputy Coordinator made these remarks last Friday  while addressing the launch of the annual World Water Day  (WWD) at the Kingston Metropolitan Area, Water Supply project at the Mona Reservoir.

                          The function was coordinated by the Water Resources Authority (WRA).

                          "All over the world, pollution, over-consumption and poor  water management are decreasing the quality and quantity of our water supply," Kasten stressed.

                          He urged persons to stop "wasting water and polluting water resources," noting that, all communities must work together in a sustainable manner to share the resources and  responsibilities equitably and peacefully.

                          "As we celebrate World Water Day, and the rest of the year,  which is being observed as the 'Year of Fresh Water', we must make these commitments real and tangible. It requires all our                          input -- from governments, business organisations, community groups, schools, the private sector and the media," Kasten added.

_________________________________________________________________________________________

 Reinsurance Magazine

April 1, 2003

CLIMATE CHANGE; SIGNS MEAN A BIG FREEZE.

      There is no real doubt about global warming, says Bill McGuire, who sees another ice age as a bigger risk

      than rising sea levels and soaring temperatures, particularly for (re)insurers.

      The most extraordinary aspect of the climate change debate is that we are still debating. Despite climate

      change being underpinned by a mass of data and supported by virtually all the world's climate scientists,

      continued political procrastination and a muddying of the scientific waters by vested interest groups

      antagonistic to proposals to mitigate global warming have ensured that the Kyoto Protocol is well and truly

      dead.

      This is very bad news for everyone and in particular for an insurance industry that will find itself increasingly

      exposed to the capriciousness and vagaries of an ever-more dramatically changing global climate system.

      The scariest element of climate change is that it represents the product of a great experiment conducted by

      our race over the past two centuries, the ultimate outcome of which is hidden from us. Even with our

      satellite sensors, super-computers and advanced modelling techniques, we can still rarely predict weather

      with any useful accuracy more than a few days ahead. 

      If you do not believe me try this little exercise. Check the five-day weather forecast for your area and

      record the temperature for five days ahead. Then note the actual temperatures on the days. If this is

      undertaken on a regular basis the discrepancies may be seen to be substantial, providing the salutary

      warning that if we cannot see clearly five days ahead then how can we hope to forecast accurately the

      impact of climate change 50 or 100 years down the line.

      Climate-change consensus

      Although continuing research means that predictions are constantly being updated and revised, the current

      climate change 'bible' remains the three massive tomes of the Third Assessment Report on global warming

      published in 2001 by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC).

      The IPCC was established in 1988 by the UN Environmental Programme and the World Meteorological

      Organisation, with a remit to provide an authoritative consensus of scientific opinion on climate change using

      the best available expertise. Over a thousand scientists were involved in either writing the report or

      reviewing its content, leaving little doubt of its validity except in the minds of the irrationally sceptical, the

      eternally optimistic or the downright Machiavellian.

      The full report - at over 2600 pages - is hard going, but a shorter, hard-hitting summary makes the results

      more accessible to the non-specialist.

      Even a quick dip into this digest will reveal a broad consensus of opinion when it comes to the most widely

      touted twin threats of temperature rise and sea-level rise.

      No contributors to the report have any doubts that both are happening now and will accelerate over the

      next century, but the range of incorporated models result in discrepancies of scale. For example, the

      worst-case rise in global temperatures approaches 6 deg C, while the best-case visualises a rise of barely

      1.5 deg C. Similarly, predicted sea level rise may be close to a metre or just a few tens of centimetres

      depending on which forecast you pick.

      This highlights the real problem with predicting future climate change scenarios; as in any uncontrolled

      experiment that is being conducted for the first time we simply do not know what to expect.

      Worst-case scenario

      If the most pessimistic models prove to be accurate then our great-grandchildren will be sweltering in a

      world hotter than it has been for most of its history; a world in which rising sea levels will already have

      submerged many island states and large tracts of flat-lying coastal nations such as Bangladesh.

      In places, extreme weather will ensure that flooding and destructive windstorms are more commonplace,

      while elsewhere expanding deserts, drought and insufficient potable water will have triggered mass

      migrations on an unprecedented scale, severely testing the social and economic fabric of many countries.

      What if even the most pessimistic models are too optimistic? Could things be even worse? There is

      increasing concern, particularly amongst earth scientists who study past climates, that we are missing

      something in our predictions. In particular, we are not taking into account evidence from our geological past

      of just how rapidly climate change can occur.

      It used to be thought that, like other physical processes such as erosion, mountain building and the slow

      dance of the tectonic plates across the surface of our planet, climate changed almost imperceptibly slowly,

      rather like a dimmer switch being turned. Now, however, the favoured analogy is the flicking of a light

      switch, representing the abrupt flipping of the climate system from one extreme to another, perhaps in just

      a few decades.

      Intimately linked to the abrupt climate change concept is the idea of the feedback loop. This means that

      complex and often unforeseen implications of a particular trend - for example rising global temperatures -

      may ultimately trigger a sudden reversal, in this case rapid planetary cooling.

      Studies of how the earth's climate oscillated during the last ice age, and particularly over the last 18,000

      years as it struggled to warm up, reveal that conditions switched near-instantaneously from warm and balmy

      to bitter and freezing. Around 11,000 years ago the rapid retreat of the ice was stopped in its tracks as a

      new blast of cold initiated a 1000-year long freeze known as the Younger Dryas.

      This event is becoming increasingly attributed to the catastrophic discharge into the North Atlantic of fresh

      water from gigantic lakes of trapped glacial melt water on the North American continent. This caused

      disruption of the currents carrying warmer water into polar regions, allowing the climate at higher latitudes

      to cool and ice to form once again.

      The feedback loop that caused the Younger Dryas cold snap is a simple one. Planetary warming melted the

      glaciers and led to accumulation of huge volumes of cold melt water. The addition of this to the ocean

      promoted a cooling trend that caused renewed glacier growth.

      The worry at the moment is that anthropogenic global warming may be encouraging a feedback loop that

      follows the same path and with the same consequences.

      Instead of promoting future hothouse conditions, our continued and unmitigated emission of greenhouse

      gases may ultimately be responsible for the onset of a big freeze.

      Polar problems

      The impact of current warming is most strongly felt in polar regions where ice melting is accelerating at a

      dramatic pace. Since the 1950s, the Arctic ice has started to thin spectacularly with the result that the

      North Pole is already becoming ice free in summer. Furthermore, the extent of Arctic ice in spring and

      summer is 10-15% less than it was 40 years ago.

      The situation has become even more serious in recent years with large areas of the Greenland ice sheet,

      previously either too cold or too high, experiencing wholesale melting and unleashing billions of litres of cold,

      fresh water into the North Atlantic. Melt water is also lubricating the bases of glaciers, causing them to

      accelerate to the coast where they break up spontaneously, launching fleets of icebergs into the ocean.

      The scale of melting has increased dramatically since 1980 and last year the area of melting was two and a

      half times greater than a decade earlier.

      The legacy of the rapid disintegration of the Greenland ice cap is the cooling of the Arctic Ocean and

      northernmost regions of the North Atlantic, with serious implications for the Gulf Stream, which warms the

      shores of the UK and western Europe.

      Results of research published over the past 12 months suggest that we might already be seeing the start of

      this change, with a slowing down of the southward flow of water from the Arctic Ocean. Normally, or at

      least since the end of the ice age, the warm, northward-flowing waters of the Gulf Stream have eventually

      cooled, sunk and returned southward as a deep, cold current that feeds the global system of currents

      known as the Global Conveyor.

      Any weakening of this returning flow is likely to be a consequence of a slowdown in the supply of warm

      water heading north, in other words a weakening of the Gulf Stream. This is almost certainly the result of

      the outpourings of cold water from Greenland and the melting Arctic sea ice, forming an increasingly

      effective barrier to the warm current from the south.

      Whatever we do to reduce greenhouse gas emissions - and at present, on a global basis, we are doing

      nothing at all - temperatures will continue to rise for centuries and melting of the Greenland ice sheet will

      continue to accelerate. The IPCC Third Assessment Report addresses concerns about a possible Gulf Stream

      slowdown, but sees this as a possible long-term consequence of 'business as usual' emissions.

      Chilling forecast

      Such is the pace of both climate change research and climate change itself, however, that in the two years

      or so since the report's publication, the issue has grown in importance and immediacy. In the light of the

      new evidence, serious disruption of the Gulf Stream in coming decades is not impossible, leading to severe

      winters in Scandinavia and western Europe.

      Within such a scenario, freezes rather than floods would rapidly become the principal hazard, with insurance

      claims dominated by damage due to ice storms, blizzards and ruptured frozen pipes rather than river

      flooding.

      Such a rapid and severe deterioration in the climate of western Europe would, in itself, be catastrophic, but

      the situation could get even worse.

      The Gulf Stream is one of the key elements in the global conveyor system of ocean currents and its

      weakening could profoundly affect the entire system and, through this, the global climate.

      At the height of the last ice age, 20,000 years ago, the Gulf Stream was severely weakened, retaining just

      two thirds of its current strength.

      Whether this weakening had a role to play in the triggering of the last ice age or was merely a consequence

      has not yet been established.

      The possibility, however, that the current apparent slowdown in the Gulf Stream could accelerate the onset

      of the next ice age is a scary one.

      If nothing else, it highlights graphically the poor understanding we still have regarding the Earth's climate

      and the manner in which it interacts with the oceans.

      Those who appreciate that global warming is real expect drought, flood and more extreme weather but only

      a very few have considered the possibility of a legacy of ice and snow.

      As for every unprecedented and uncontrolled trial, the health warning accompanying the great global

      warming experiment must read - expect the unexpected.

      Bill McGuire is the Benfield Greig professor of geophysical hazards and director of University College London's

      Benfield Greig Hazard Research Centre. The paperback edition of his latest book, A Guide to the End of the

      World - Everything You Never Wanted to Know, is published by Oxford University Press.

_________________________________________________________________________________________

USIA NEWS

24 March 2003 

USAID Work in Iraq Will Protect Environment, Agency Says 

(Agency says it will repair water, sanitation, irrigation systems) (520)

The U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID) will use environmental protection procedures during reconstruction efforts in Iraq, the agency says.

In a March 21 press release USAID said it will address key environmental issues in Iraq including repairing water and sewage treatment facilities and rehabilitating irrigation networks.

Five million people in Iraq currently lack access to safe water and sanitation, according to the release.

The agency said it will also work to improve the quality of Iraq's soil. "Land degradation, salinization, and declining crop yields due to mismanagement of land resources and lack of inputs are serious problems, especially in irrigated lands," the release said.

Following is the text of the USAID press release:

(begin text)

March 21, 2003

The U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID) is committed to environmental protection and improved management of natural resources essential to Iraq's recovery and long-term economic development. USAID, working in close coordination with other U.S. agencies, is planning to address key environmental issues in Iraq by:

-- Improving water and land resources management;

-- Cleaning up rivers through sewerage treatment and improving public health;

-- Strengthening solid waste management;

-- Reclaiming and rehabilitating critical marshlands, rivers and waterways; and

-- Ensuring that USAID humanitarian and development assistance is environmentally sound.

Water Supply and Sanitation. Five million people are at risk from lackof access to safe water and sanitation. In rural areas, less than half of the rural population has access to potable water. In urban centers, pumping of untreated sewage into the Tigris River and waterways is a serious environmental and health concern. USAID will:

-- Carry out a rapid assessment of water supply and sanitation infrastructure for major population centers.

-- Initiate immediate repairs and rehabilitation of water supply and sewerage treatment facilities.

-- Improve soil and water resources management. Farmers in Iraq are struggling under poor environmental conditions with few tools for coping with pests, drought, salinization, shortages of basic inputs, and lack of appropriate technologies. Land degradation, salinization, and declining crop yields due to mismanagement of land resources and

lack of inputs, are serious problems, especially in irrigated lands. USAID will:

-- Support repair and rehabilitation of irrigation networks.

-- Improve water and soil resources management and conservation at the farm and community level.

-- Introduce appropriate conservation and environmental management technologies to reclaim degraded land.

Wetlands reclamation. The Iraqi regime deliberately and systematically destroyed one of Iraq's key natural resources by draining and

destroying the Mesopotamian marshlands. USAID will:

-- Work with other partners to arrest further environmental degradation and begin the restoration of these globally important wetlands.

Environmental Review. To ensure that its humanitarian and development assistance for Iraq is environmentally sound, USAID will: -- Voluntarily apply its environmental procedures to assure that the environmental consequences of its activities are identified and that appropriate environmental safeguards are adopted and implemented.

The U.S. Agency for International Development has provided economic and humanitarian assistance worldwide for more than 40 years.

For more information on USAID's humanitarian relief efforts in Iraq, please visit www.usaid.gov/iraq/.

(end text)
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BOSTON GLOBE

-PETROLEUM
Oil-well firefighters still waiting for call to Iraq 

By Marcella Bombardieri and Ross Kerber, Globe Staff, 3/22/2003 

KUWAIT CITY - As smoke from oil fires in southern Iraq drove some Kuwaitis from their homes yesterday, specialized firefighting companies stood ready to repeat the work that captured world attention after the Gulf War of 1991. 

Then, more than 700 oil-well fires ignited by retreating Iraqi troops had to be extinguished, and the result was an environmental disaster for Kuwait. US military planners anxious to preserve Iraq's infrastructure for the postwar period have feared that oil facilities could be set ablaze in Iraq during the current military campaign. 

As many facilities fell unharmed to US troops yesterday, energy analysts began to discount the possibility of a crisis similar to the 1991 catastrophe. But the hotels of this city are filled with employees of companies that have contracted to provide military firefighting services, including a unit of Halliburton Co. 

In addition, the Pentagon has put workers from other firms on standby, including Cudd Pressure Control Inc. of Houston. Several executives said they were keeping their bags packed, pointing to a report that Navy SEALs had found mines in a captured Iraqi marine oil pumping terminal. 

''If he was willing to destroy those, he'll have a lot of time to destroy other things,'' Les Skinner, Cudd's director of well-control engineering, said of Iraqi leader Saddam Hussein. 

''I would have expected more fires by now, but then again the ground forces are just starting to go in,'' said Skinner, who spent 6 months in Kuwait in 1991. 

Pentagon officials said yesterday that only 10 wells in Iraq's southern oil fields had been damaged. 

US troops have secured the Rumaila region, an area with the biggest oil deposits in southern Iraq. They also seized the Iraqi port city of Umm Qasr, south of Basra, said General Richard Myers, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. 

British Admiral Michael Boyce said that seven oil wells in the Rumaila fields were on fire, rather than the 30 reported earlier, according to Bloomberg News Service. Iraqi troops had filled trenches with oil and set them on fire, leading to confusion over the number of wells on fire, Boyce said. 

In coming days, much could happen to disrupt supplies from Iraq, whose prewar exports accounted for 2 million barrels of the world output of around 75 million barrels per day, said Bruce Everett, an energy specialist at Tufts University's Fletcher School of Law and Diplomacy. 

But the price of oil futures declined sharply yesterday, as traders became more optimistic about future supplies. 

Two main strategies are employed to fight oil-well fires. If the blaze is too large or hot to approach, crews can drill an angled hole from hundreds of yards away to intercept the burning shaft and then try to plug it. Blazes that are smaller can be fought with a mixture of water and fire-retardant foam, while crews attempt to cover the hole with a large piece of steel known as a ''blowout preventer.'' 

Cudd's Skinner said that the cost of bringing in a crew of six and a large horizontal crane mounted on a tracked carrier would be about $60,000 per day. 

Last week, the Pentagon said it had awarded Kellogg Brown & Root, a unit of the Halliburton Co., a contract to develop plans to fight fires on short notice. Vice President Richard Cheney is Halliburton's former chief executive. 

This story ran on page A1 of the Boston Globe on 3/22/2003. 

© Copyright 2003 Globe Newspaper Company. 

http://www.boston.com/dailyglobe2/081/nation/Oil_well_firefighters_still_waiting_for_call_to_IraqP.shtml
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Precious environment is another casualty of war
MICHELE LANDSBERG
Big Blue Marble — who can now recapture that tingle of awe when we first looked at images of our planet as seen from the moon? Suddenly, we understood Earth as our beautiful and fragile home.

For a while, the ecology movement enjoyed a rush of support. Now we're back in the toxic clouds of wartime, bombarded by propaganda, and I fear it seems callous, when humans are being killed, even to mention the harm we are inflicting on Earth. But we are not separable from our environment. Poison our air and we stop breathing. Run logging machines over the habitat of humble plants like the rosy periwinkle and we might never learn of its potency against childhood leukemia.

Back in 1991, the sky over the Persian Gulf went dark for months after Iraqi soldiers set fire to 600 of Kuwait's oil wells and dumped four million barrels of oil into the gulf, a spill 37 times as big as the notorious Exxon Valdez. The sooty clouds contained half a billion tons of greenhouse gases. Serious smog drifted more than 1,000 kilometres, acidifying the rain that fell on Bulgaria, Turkey, the Black Sea, and even on the snows of the Himalayas.

Several million birds — curlews, plovers, terns, grebes, egrets, spoonbills — either breed in the biologically teeming wetlands of southern Iraq, or rest there on their annual migration from Africa to Europe. You remember the oil-soaked cormorants, looking grotesquely charred. Less obvious were the tens of thousands of birds that inhaled the dispersed oil droplets as they flew through the smog, and whose bodies dropped unseen, far from the Gulf. (This would be the same airborne pollution that contributed to 111,000 post-war deaths in Iraq, including 74,000 children).

Far beneath the surface of the Persian Gulf, tar balls sit on the bottom sand. About 80 ships were sunk or damaged during the war; silently, their cargoes of complicated toxins leach into the water. 

The Gulf is one of the world's most important habitats for marine turtles, hosting four endangered species. Otters, dolphins and dugongs have also been harmed by the oil.

Meanwhile, the desert sand, churned and ground by countless heavy military trucks and tanks, is on the move. Sandstorms are more frequent, and dunes were created that may someday threaten to swallow Kuwait City.

Huge lakes of oil pooled across the desert and slowly began filtering down to the water table. Between 30 and 40 per cent of Kuwait's scarce underground water remains contaminated. Seven years after the first Gulf War, a visiting American scientist dug his fingers a few centimentres into the Kuwaiti sand — and touched still-fresh oil deposits. A further 350 square kilometres of Kuwait's desert is coated with a hard crust of mixed sand and oil, colourfully known as "tarcrete."

Livestock was at particular risk in the last Gulf War. As U.S. troops did preparatory night drills, their heat-seeking missiles would annihilate herds of camels owned by Bedouin. After the war, unexploded cluster bombs kept killing horses and wildlife. Kuwait lost 80 per cent of its domestic livestock, not to mention the mutilated, shot and roasted animals in the Kuwait zoo.

Random, pointless death is nothing new. Ever since World War II, four fifths of war casualties have been civilians. Landmines are particularly efficient in picking off farmers, shepherds and children at play. The group Human Rights Watch says the U.S. deployed 117,634 landmines in Iraq and Kuwait, and the Pentagon recently announced it is prepared to use 90,000 more. The Ottawa Mine Ban Treaty has been signed by 142 countries. The United States is not one of them.

The Pentagon has also declared its readiness to use small nuclear "bunker-buster" bombs, especially against what it claims are underground stores of chemical weapons. If they do pursue this course, huge amounts of radioactivity and perhaps other toxins would be dispersed in the air, adding to the Earth's burden of carcinogenic fallout from half a century of nuclear testing.

Reckless harm to the natural environment is, inevitably, 

an attack on human life 
The impact of the 300 tonnes of depleted uranium-coated shells used by the U.S. in the Gulf War is still controversial. Critics claim depleted uranium (DU) causes cancers, birth defects and Gulf War Syndrome. Recently, it was revealed that those shells contained traces of the much more highly radioactive uranium-236. The International Physicians for the Prevention of Nuclear War says that DU weapons should be considered a form of "ecological warfare" which is prohibited by Protocol 1. This protocol, forbidding deliberate damage to the natural environment which thereby endangers the survival of populations, was added to the Geneva Conventions after the Vietnam War. (Remember Agent Orange?)

But, of course, The United States did not sign Protocol 1.

Reckless harm to the natural environment is, inevitably, an attack on human life. 

Long after the destruction of Pacific coral reefs during World War II, and long after the hundreds of French nuclear tests in Polynesia, tumours and birth defects unfurl in the bodies of those born later, and fish feeding in the ruined coral carry sickening diseases.

Britain tested anthrax bombs on a rocky island off the coast of Scotland before World War II. It worked. But the carcasses of poisoned sheep, buried beneath the cliffs, floated out to sea and to the Scottish mainland, where they caused at least one anthrax outbreak.

In 1970, the U.S. military did secret experiments in Panama with Venezuelan equine encephalitis. A decade later, U.S. troops training there were hit by the disease, carried by mosquitoes.

It's terribly difficult to contain the cascade of consequences, even of benign behaviour. Contrails from passenger jets, for example, create wide-spreading and far-moving clouds that alter weather patterns. 

So it's bad news, for all these reasons of unintended consequences, that the U.S. Marines intend to use "knock-out" gases (of the kind that killed 120 hostages in a Moscow theatre last year) to "neutralize" Iraqi troops.

What price "security"? Although the U.S. military seems to have operated so far without restraint, it wants even more licence. 

The Pentagon, as I write, is quietly seeking new exemptions from environmental laws that govern hazardous waste, toxic clean-up and air quality, as well as those protecting wildlife habitat, migratory birds, whales and other marine mammals.

In just a few generations, we could go from Big Blue Marble to orbiting space junk.

Michele Landsberg's column usually appears in The Star Saturday and Sunday. Her e-mail address is mlandsb@thestar.ca 

http://www.thestar.com/NASApp/cs/ContentServer?pagename=thestar/Layout/Article_PrintFriendly&c=Article&cid=1035779767379&call_pageid=971358637177
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UPI Science News
Blue Planet: Iraq humanitarian countdown By Dan Whipple

From the Science & Technology Desk
Published 3/21/2003 6:56 PM
Now that the assault on Iraq has begun in earnest, the United States and its allies will have, roughly, a two-month window to try to prevent environmental and public health disaster in the country.

The sanctions imposed against Iraq since 1991 have so weakened the country's health delivery systems that they will collapse at the first pressure applied by the U.S. military, Mike Van Rooyen, director of the Center for International Emergency Disaster and Refugee Studies at Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore, told UPI's Blue Planet. 

Van Rooyen was a member of a fact-finding team that visited Iraq between Jan. 19 and 31 of this year.

"The presumption is if that happens, people are going to die. They did in '91, and they'll do it en masse this time," Van Rooyen said.

"This is not a war against the people of Iraq ... When the situation on the ground permits, the humanitarian activities will go forward promptly," Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld said at a news conference Thursday morning.

The United Nations has appealed for $120 million for emergency relief efforts. The United States has already promised $65 million, and the United Kingdom $15 million.

According to the United Nations Development Program, Iraq had a fairly modern and efficient healthcare delivery system prior to 1991. It was ranked 96th on the U.N. Human Development Index in 1991 but by 2001 had fallen to 127th (out of 174 nations rated). A report by the Center for Economic and Social Rights in New York City said, "No other country has fallen so far so fast."

In addition, over 60 percent of the Iraqi population depends for its survival entirely on a comprehensive food rationing program. "The ration is purchased through the sale of Iraqi oil and supplied through funds controlled and administered by the oil-for-food program," the CESR report said.

Van Rooyen saw this system at work during his inspection of Iraqi facilities. 

"The food distribution system is quite complex," he told UPI. "Every citizen has a ration card -- essentially a Baath party card. Seventeen million of them every month depend on this for food. They present it to a small kiosk, where they measure out food for the month."

There are 46,000 distribution sites. For fully 40 percent of Iraq's 22 million people, this ration program is their sole source of food. "If that's disrupted, people are not going to get food," Van Rooyen said. However, because of the long buildup to the war, many people have stockpiled about two months' worth of rations, he added.

This might provide a window for humanitarian efforts to provide effective relief, but "if there is a delay in the NGOs (non-governmental organizations) accessing of two months, you are going to see people who have no access to any food and you'll see acute malnutrition," Van Rooyen said.

Combined with malnutrition, associated environmental and public health threats loom. In 1999, 85 percent of Iraqis had access to improved water sources. Military assaults will disrupt some or most of this water supply. 

Many people are initially worried about direct injuries and deaths from bombing, land mines, gunfire and other forms of direct warfare. Van Rooyen said injuries will not be the dominant problem.

Trauma is a "small cause of mortality compared to the destruction of public health infrastructure and the movement of population," he said. "Kids and infants get diarrheal illnesses and die from it. Acute respiratory infection occurs when people are stressed ... old people, neonates, under fives, pregnant women are all more susceptible to disease. I think you are going to see an almost-inevitable rise in death rates."

Already in the wake of sanctions Iraq has experienced episodes of typhoid fever and malaria, neither of which is typical of the area, Van Rooyen said, "but they haven't swept through the population and caused massive problems."

One curable disease that has been a problem because of the failing medical infrastructure is leishmaniasis, a disease caused by sand flies that attacks the skin and internal organs. The disease can be fatal over many years, but is not an acute health issue. 

"The drug to treat it is very difficult to obtain" in Iraq, Van Rooyen said. "This continues to be a big problem when it shouldn't be."

The issue, then, becomes one of whether humanitarian relief can be deployed in time to stave off at least some of the crisis. Chris Torgeson, a spokeswoman for Doctors Without Borders/Medecins Sans Frontieres, said her group, for instance, has only "a small team in Baghdad ... We have not been working in Iraq. There are a number of possible difficulties in delivering humanitarian assistance in the event of this type of war. There are worries about the right to flee for refugees."

In fact, Van Rooyen said, there are very few NGOs on the ground in Iraq. "CARE and Premiers Urgence and Iraqi Red Crescent are there, but not on a large scale," he said. "All the non-governmental organizations like Doctors Without Borders are massing on the border and waiting for this to happen. They've been given a little grant aid," he said. "But it takes organizations a while to get functional, to get the lay of the land so they can start delivering food," he said.

"It is very hard to predict the impact of the war on the population," said Nicolas de Torrente, executive director of Doctors Without Borders. "The length is one aspect, but also how the war will be waged and how badly the support systems are damaged will have an effect. The disruption of the food distribution system, the water systems, the sewage systems, whether there is displacement to the population or not -- all these things will have a huge impact."

De Torrente agreed with Van Rooyen that people can cope with the disruptions for a period, provided they stay home. "People have coping mechanisms for a while," he said. "They have food stocks, money, so they can buy things on the black market."

However, if they are displaced it becomes a different situation. When they are forced to move out, "they can't carry much. The Iraqis are urban," he said, "They are not very well-equipped to pick up their stuff and move out of their homes and survive, especially in a harsh desert environment. Population displacement is one of the No. 1 worries we have. The two-month window becomes much shorter if there is population movement."

Displacement, along with the breakdown of water and sanitation systems, can lead to outbreaks of epidemics, de Torrente said, adding "even diarrhea can be pretty deadly." Particularly volatile and susceptible to these problems could be the Kurdish areas in the north, he said, with the possibility of the Turks coming in.

At first, aid organizations will not even be allowed into the country. "The military will be the first provider. The NGOs will get in as the U.S. allows them," he said.

Asked about the military capability to provide public health assistance to the Iraqi civilian population, a spokesman at the U.S. Central Command public affairs office in Qatar told UPI on Thursday, "We don't have any information to release on anything like that."

Last week, President George W. Bush approved $15 million to be used to assist refugees and provide emergency humanitarian assistance. This is considered substantially less than the amount needed. However, timing also will be critical. Systems will begin to break down as fighting intensifies, so a short war, followed by rapid intervention, will be necessary to fit within the two-month window of stockpiles that the Iraqi people are thought to have.

Rumsfeld also said at his Thursday briefing, "Arrangements are being made to care for refugees and displaced persons inside of Iraq. There is no need for Iraqis to flee across their borders into neighboring countries ... Once Saddam Hussein's regime is removed, we intend to see that functional and political authority is placed in the hands of Iraqis as quickly as is possible. Coalition forces will stay only as long as necessary to finish the job, and not a day longer."

Copyright © 2001-2003 United Press International
http://www.upi.com/print.cfm?StoryID=20030320-055737-6491r
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The transcripts from the UN briefings in Amman are now available online at: 

http://www.un.org/apps/news/infocusRel.asp?infocusID=50&Body=Iraq&Body1=inspect
________________________________________________________________________________________

ENS

People's Water Forum Urges World Water Parliament 

                      By Vanya Walker-Leigh 

                      FLORENCE, Italy, March 24, 2003 (ENS) - The Iraq conflict is partly about future control of Iraq's huge water resources, an Italian Catholic missionary told an alternative world water forum in Florence, endorsing the meeting's closing call for a new world water deal based on public sector control and a  legal right to water for all by 2020. 

The Tigris and Euphrates rivers flow through Iraq to the Gulf. (Map courtesy CIA)

Fr. Alex Zanoletti's angry attacks on U.S. "imperialism," its huge arms  buildup, and its leadership role in what he saw as a global "war on the world's poor," drew strong applause  from 1,400 mainly European civil society activists attending the First   People's World Water Forum here on  Friday and Saturday. 

Convened as a followup to January's   Porto Alegre World Social Forum and  an alternative response to last week'sThird World Water Forum in Japan, the conference began and ended with recordings from Iraq war newscasts of sirens and falling bombs. Its final  session was shortened to enable participants to join the large anti-war march  in Florence on Saturday afternoon. 

Lead organizers were the Italian nongovernmental organization CIPSI, which  is a network for international solidarity groups, the World Coalition against  Water Privatization, and the Committee for a World Water Contract, chaired  by former Portuguese President Mario Soares. 

Riccardo Petrella (Photo courtesy Emille Gamelin)

Most of the forum's proceedings were in fact  dominated by Riccardo Petrella, the Contract                      Committee's Italian initiator and secretary. A university lecturer and former senior European Commission official who is still an advisor, Petrella has become one  of the father figures of Europe's burgeoning anti-globalization movement. 

The First People's World Water Forum was co-sponsored by several hundred  pacifist, environmental and anti-poverty nongovernmental organizations, including Greenpeace, and WWF, the conservation organization. 

The alternative water agenda contained in the Forum's final declaration mirrored many points of the civil society declaration issued Saturday in Kyoto. 

Water for all by 2020 as a legally enforceable human right could be achieved,  the declaration claims, if global water resources were managed as a "common  good" by a World Water Parliament, anchored to democratic water management bodies at regional, national and local levels. 

This would mean removing water from the ongoing negotiations through the World Trade Organization (WTO) and reversal of the present water privatization trend. 

Public-public partnerships financed by innovative taxes and levies should run water supplies, ensuring that both quality standards and "ecosystem needs" are met, the Forum declared. 

The Forum advises that water resources could be stretched enormously by retooling present production processes in agriculture, industry and transport  to eliminate water waste; by extensive recycling and reuse; and by rehabilitating existing equipment instead of investing huge sums into new mega-infrastructures as suggested in Kyoto at the 3rd World Water Forum. 

        Man throws his net to catch fish in Bulgaria's section of the Danube River. (Photo ©

WWF-Canon Anton Vorauer)

       Participants pledged to  carry forward this agenda through campaigning work and                                                      lobbying of governments and international negotiating processes. 

                  One target mentioned was to convert the 4th World Water Forum, set for 2006 in Montreal, into the inaugural session of the World Water Parliament, while promoting similar bodies at other levels. 

During Peoples' Forum working sessions here in Florence, the EuropeanCommission came under bitter attack for allegedly supporting a global water  grab by the nine European water multinationals. 

Under the World Trade Organization's General Agreement on Trade and  Services negotiations, the European Union earlier this year tabled secret requests to 109 WTO members on services liberalization, asking 72 developing countries to open up their water sectors to private investment. 

The recently leaked requests, now featured on websites of nongovernmental organizations such as the Polaris Institute at: have raised a storm in Europe - not least among parliamentarians who have been refused access to the documents by their governments, or the European Union. 

European parliamentarians here at the People's World Water Forum debated ways to recover legislators' "sovereignty" over the WTO trade talks, and vowed to set up a parliamentarians' action network focused on water related  issues being negotiated under the WTO General Agreement on Trade and  Services. 

                      Child in the Congo drinks from a pool. (Photo courtesy FAO)

Trade campaigning groups promised an escalation of their "take  services out of the WTO" campaign before and after the September 2003 WTO ministerial meeting in Cancun, Mexico. 

A number of speakers claimed that the European Union's water law is opening  the way for the massive privatization of the European water sector which is  now mostly publicly owned. The EU water law, known as a directive, involves  the separation of ownership and management of water supplies, and mandates stringent technical and quality regulations which many local authorities could not finance. 

Italian parliamentarians and NGOs slammed the Italian government's "pro-privatization" stance and the endorsement by Italy's Chamber of Deputies of article 35 in the recent budget law. This measure, which they

claimed gives a restrictive interpretation to the EU water directive, would force privatization of municipal water services throughout Italy. It is being challenged by five Italian regions in the Constitutional Court. 

French local authorities, which have concluded some 20,000 management contracts with private sector companies - mainly France's Suez and Lyonnaise  des Eaux - would be urged by a new campaigning network to refuse to extend these pacts, Jacques Perreux of the French Val de Marne regional Council  announced. French authorities would also be urged by campaigners to take                      legal steps to "remunicipalize" water, Perreux said. 

Visit the 1st People's World Water Forum at: http://www.contrattoacqua.it 

    The Polaris Institute is online at: http://www.polarisinstitute.org

____________________________________________________________________________

ENS

Bird Populations Plummet Under Weight of Humanity 

                      By J.R. Pegg

                      WASHINGTON, DC, March 24, 2003 (ENS) - Bird species today face a wave of extinction not seen on Earth since the dinosaurs died out some 65 million  years ago, according to a new report from the Worldwatch Institute. 

                      Pressures from a human population of more than 6.2 billion have put about 12 percent of the world's 9,800 bird species at risk of extinction, the report finds, and species across the globe are showing increasing signs of distress. 

                      This potential extinction wave has implications beyond the immediate fate of these bird species, says the author of the report, titled "Winged Messengers:  The Decline of Birds." 

                      Declining bird populations mark the "unraveling of delicate natural balances,"  said author Howard Youth. 

                      Birds are "valuable environmental indicators," Youth explained, as population  growth or decline of bird species can offer early warnings of impending  environmental problems, in particular dangerous levels of pesticides and insecticides. 

                      The endangered Hawaiian moorhen is threatened by loss of wetland habitat. (Photo by             John and Karen Hollingsworth  courtesy U.S. Fish and Wildlife  Service (FWS))

                      Bird extinctions already far exceed the natural rate of loss, according to the report, with 103                      extinctions occurring since 1800. 

                      Island bird species have been, and continue to be, at particular risk of  extinction at the hands of humans - 93 percent of bird extinctions recorded   since 1500 have occurred on islands. 

                      But now many species that reside on mainlands across the world face a long list of threats, including habitat loss, invasive species, chemicals, hunting, fishing and climate change. 

                      Species face varying threats across the world based on local conditions, Youth said, but he found "there was a familiar rhythm to declines and dangers." 

                      Habitat loss stands as the single greatest overall threat to bird species. Some 25 percent of the world's known bird species occur only within ranges of less  than 50,000 square kilometers, and many of these now only have small  pockets of natural habitat remaining. 

                      Deforestation has jeopardized 85 percent of the world's most threatened species. Tropical species have in particular felt the brunt of deforestation. 

                      Replacement of natural forests with plantation monoculture does little to revive threatened species, Youth said. 

                                              Worldwatch estimates that between 50,000 to 170,000 square kilometers of forest are lost each  year. (Photo courtesy Amazon Center for Environmental Education and Research)

                                              Loss of wetlands and grasslands is wiping out critical habitat for many species, in                                              particular migrating species that depend  on these areas for food and shelter along  their migratory paths. 

                                              Habitat loss often brings additional threats from human development, such as                                              roads, power lines and communication  towers. An estimated 40 million birds are killed in the United States each year by communication towers. 

                      Some 25 percent of threatened bird species are at risk because of non-native species, including snakes, rats, cats, plants and insects. 

                      This threat cannot be underestimated. The brown tree snake, for example, wiped out 12 of Guam's 14 land bird species by the 1980s, after less than 40 years on the island. 

                      House cats and feral cats have quite a history of decimating bird species. These animals have contributed to the extinction of 22 bird species, and they kill an estimated one billion birds annually just within the United States. 

                      Some insects threaten birds directly, such as the yellow crazy ant in Australia, and some indirectly, such as mosquitoes carrying the West Nile virus. 

                      And the diverse array of songbirds on the Hawaiian Islands, Youth explained, face "a cocktail of threats" including introduced pathogens transmitted by non-native mosquitoes. 

                      The impact on the native birds is increased because non-native bird species  on the islands are largely immune to these pathogens and promote their transmission. 

                      Domestic cats are a familiar threat to  bird species worldwide. (Photo courtesy J.R. Pegg)

                      Seabird species have been impacted by oil spills and face a serious threat from expanded use of pesticides, which kill millions of birds on water and on land. 

                      Longline fishing has contributed to the 23 species of seabirds that are at risk, as has illegal hunting. 

                      A third of the world's parrot species are threatened with extinction because people desire them as pets. 

                      Climate change is a new and emerging threat to bird species, according to the report. How this threat will evolve is still uncertain, Youth said, but there is definite concern about the impacts to coastal habitat. 

                      In addition, some migrating species, those that travel long distances as well as those that migrate shorter distances, seem to be responding to climate change  by arriving earlier on nesting grounds, Youth explained. This could have  implications for the long term stability of some populations, he said. 

                      For example, some long distance migrants have arrived back at their traditional places at the traditional times to find that the insect populations they usually feast on have "already peaked due to accelerations brought on by warming temperatures." 

                      Still, Youth finds some cause for optimism, including the potential of the trend toward protecting biodiversity for ecotourism. 

                      He notes that successful conservation efforts are increasingly relying on critical partnerships between conservationists and local communities that take into account, the land, water resources, the local people and economy. 

                      Yet it is important to recognize that traditional protected areas, such as parks, are not always the best answer, Youth explained. "We can't fence out humanity in most cases," he said. 

                      The white headed duck is an endangered bird that lives in the Persian Gulf. Its population suffered from the Persian Gulf War of 1991. (Photo courtesy Wildfowl & Wetlands Trust) 

                      The rise of organic farming and sustainable agriculture, such as shade grown coffee, are other                 promising trends that are helping conservation efforts in developing countries. 

                      "The actions needed to ensure a secure future for birds are the very same ones needed to achieve a sustainable human future," says Youth. 

                      "Wildlife conservation must be worked into and be compatible with rural, suburban, and urban planning efforts that improve the prospects of the  world's poor while making our cities and industries safer for all living beings," he says. 

                      The author suggests a renewed focus on trying to prevent more species from falling into risky situations, and he maintains that enforcement of existing  international laws and agreements would "go a long way toward saving the world's remaining bird diversity." 

                      There is another key resource conservationists must use more to their  advantage, Youth said, and that is the increasing number of bird watchers  throughout the world. 

                      Millions of people worldwide take time to watch and document birds in their communities, and this provides science with a growing pool of information about the status of bird species and their habitats. 

                      International organizations like BirdLife International have been instrumental in channeling the energy of bird watchers to broaden understanding of species worldwide, Youth explained. 

                                             Logging and encroaching human development have  endangered the Northern Spotted Owl. (Photo by John  and Karen Hollingsworth courtesy FWS)

                                             This is vital for scientists because their understanding of bird species is far from                                             comprehensive for many birds, especially  species within Africa, Asia and the New World tropics. 

                                             There are still unknown bird species, as  evidenced by the 2001 discovery of an owl in the island nation of Sri Lanka, the first  new species found there in 132 years. 

                                             "Birds provide us with food, inspiration, a link to nature, and an alert system for                                             detecting environmental ills," Youth  concluded. "But today, this feathered resource is in great need of human attention." 

                      "Winged Messengers: The Decline of Birds" is available from Worldwatch  Institute at: http://www.worldwatch.org/pubs/paper/165/ ___________________________________________________________________________________

BBC

UK help for rare species 

     By Alex Kirby 

     BBC News Online environment correspondent 

     Several rare mammals, birds and reptiles are to benefit from UK

     Government support for endangered species. 

     They include the saiga antelope of central Asia, the black rhino, and the

     guanaco of Peru, a probable ancestor of the llama. 

     Flamingos in east Africa and turtles in the Caribbean are also on the list for

     help. 

     The funding is intended to help poor countries which are also rich in

     biodiversity. 

     The money is being provided in the latest round of the Darwin Initiative, which

     makes grants annually. 

     Just over half of this year's total of £4 million ($6.25m) will go to existing

     projects, and the rest to 34 entirely new ones. 

     The Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra) says projects

     selected are those which will provide long-term benefits to the region after the

     UK's support ends, and which would not be undertaken without its funding. 

     Breeding falters 

     The saiga antelope is critically endangered and declining rapidly, with the

     collapse in the last 10 years of the rural economies of its main range states,

     Kazakhstan and the Russian republic of Kalmykia. 

             SAIGA ANTELOPE 

             Hunting has driven the saiga to change their mating

             behaviour No-one has ever seen an effect like this

             before in any other species 

             Dr EJ Milner-Gulland 

     The result has been heavy poaching for meat and horns, and population collapse as adult

     males are slaughtered. 

     The plan is to establish a community-based conservation project offering work and improved

     food security to local people. 

     The Andean guanaco is believed to be the ancestor of the modern llama, which it resembles,

     yet it is virtually unknown to science. 

     There are now only about 3,500 left in Peru, and the grant will provide for research leading to a

     management plan. 

     Natural control 

     Lake Bogoria in Kenya's Rift Valley is home to several rare bird species, including the lesser

     flamingo, which suffered heavy and so far unexplained mortality during the 1990s. The Darwin

     Initiative funding aims to find out the cause. 

     Another Kenyan project will monitor the critically-endangered black rhino population and its

     habitats. 

     Anegada, in the British Virgin Islands, is one of the largest unspoilt islands in the Caribbean,

     and faces extreme pressure from development. 

     The UK money will help to monitor turtle populations and develop an action plan for their

     protection. 

     Another project will support the management of an invasive superweed in China by

     introducing a specially developed rust fungus to control it and restore the natural balance of

     the ecosystem. 

     And a project in Fiji and the Solomon Islands aims to support sustainable coral farming,

     experimenting with ways of replanting corals on damaged reefs. 

________________________________________________________________________________________
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UNEP studies environmental degradation in Iraq 

Nairobi, Kenya (PANA) - The UN Environment Programme (UNEP) Sunday announced that its Post Conflict Assessment Unit (PCAU) has initiated a desk study of the environment in Iraq, which the US is leading a war to eliminate President Saddam Hussein's regime. The government of Switzerland will financially support the study, requested by UNEP Executive Director Klaus Topfer, a news release from the UNEP disclosed here Sunday. It says the study is aimed at providing "a rapid and timely" overview of key environmental issues in the context of the current conflict, and is in line with the mandate for UNEP's post-conflict activities set by its Governing Council. Drawing on information available from multiple sources, including current media, government and NGO reports on the unfolding conflict, UNEP will prepare a preliminary assessment of the most pressing environmental challenges facing those involved in the post-conflict humanitarian relief and reconstruction effort. The release says the report will include recommendations for avoiding, minimizing or mitigating risks to the environment and human health. It will also identify priorities related to the management of freshwater and waste, as well as means of preventing further ecosystem degradation in Iraq. It will further identify and suggest possible responses to environmental hazards arising directly from the ongoing military conflict.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp? code=eng046101&dte=23/03/2003
UNEP, FAO warn of future disputes on cross-border waterways 

Nairobi, Kenya (PANA) - Around 150 river basins worldwide, upon which millions of people depend for drinking water, irrigation and in some cases energy, could be the flashpoints for future disputes unless urgent action is taken, according to a joint study by the UN Environmental programme (UNEP) and the FAO. Many of the "disputed" rivers are in Africa, Asia and Latin America, where tensions over water for drinking supplies, irrigation, fisheries and hydropower may be aggravated by rising populations and existing political, social and environmental upheavals, says a report from the study. The report, launched at the weekend to coincide with World Water Day, complains that cooperation between countries covering these basins remain "patchy or absent." In a press release Monday, UNEP executive director Klaus Topfer said the study, published as the Atlas of International Freshwater Agreements, was both a cause for alarm and optimism. The Atlas lists 263 rivers, distributed over 145 countries that either cross or mark international political boundaries -- 69 in Europe, 57 in Asia, 59 in Africa, 40 in North and Central America and 38 in South America. "It highlights the need for vigilance, scientific rigour and diplomatic vigour in ensuring that cooperation is maintained and extended to other river systems," the UN official said. He complained that though more than 3,000 treaties and agreements covering some 100 international river basins have been signed over the centuries, 158 of the world's international river basins lack any type of cooperative agreements.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng046205&dte=24/03/2003
Kyoto declaration pledges support for NEPAD 

Kyoto, Japan (PANA) - The Ministerial Conference on Water at the Third World Water Forum on Sunday pledged its "full support" for the New Partnership for Africa's Development (NEPAD), asserting that the African continent needed help to solve its water problems. In a 28-count declaration, the ministers vowed to support, under the aegis of NEPAD, regional and sub-regional initiatives of the Conference of African Ministers of Water, to cope with the continent's problems in the sector. "We are delighted that our counterparts from all over the world pledged to support NEPAD. It encourages us to reinforce our individual and collective efforts to enable a large number of our citizens have access to clean and drinkable water," Macky Sall, Senegal's Minister of Mines, Energy and Hydraulics told a press conference. He also announced that during the Kyoto conference, African ministers of water created a ten-member executive board comprising two representatives from each geographic region of the continent. The Senegalese minister said a group of African experts working under the aegis of the African Ministers Conference (AMCOW) was created and would hold its first meeting shortly in Dakar, Senegal.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng046111&dte=23/03/2003
Call for integrated management of natural resources 

Dakar, Senegal (PANA) - Dealing with climate change hinges on an integrated management of natural resources, the Executive Secretary of the UN Framework on Climatic Change (UNFCC), Ms Joke Waller-Hunter declared in Geneva Monday. Speaking at the World Meteorological Day celebration, she reminded the international community that climate change is a problem that cannot be solved speedily. The effect of emissions of greenhouse gases today will change the climate many decades into the future, both because of the time lag in the removal of carbon dioxide from the atmosphere and because of the long time it takes to warm the oceans. Conversely, it is also true that current emission reductions will take a long time to limit the change in the climate, she said in a news release issued to PANA in Dakar Monday. Waller-Hunter emphasized the fact that humanity has to develop less carbon intensive means of satisfying its requirements for personal comfort, transportation and mechanical work. This will imply a change in the existing infrastructure in industrialized countries and the choice of a sustainable path for developing countries. The energy sector is especially critical," she said. Policies here must clearly take into account the requirement for a less carbon intensive energy matrix. "Action is required as a matter of urgency", she said.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng046323&dte=24/03/2003
Cameroon steps up protection of primates 

Yaounde, Cameroon (PANA) - Britain is to provide support worth 375 million CFAF to a project aimed at protecting big primates in Cameroon, UN Environment Programme (UNEP) expert Ian Redmond said in Yaounde at the end of a two-day mission here. The project was initiated in 2001 within the framework of a

national wildlife preservation programme. Even though figures are not available, recent studies show that primates currently found in 23 countries around the world are in danger of disappearing within the next 10-20 years, Redmond stressed. He said the threat to gorillas, chimpanzees and orangutans comes largely from increased poaching, but also due to intensive destruction of their habitat. With UNEP and UNESCO support, the authorities in Cameroon say they plan to continue cross-border collaboration, increase the number of facilities for the care of orphaned apes, and to step up the fight against poaching.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng046199&dte=24/03/2003
World's Largest Drainage Project Completed

The Daily Monitor (Addis Ababa): Egyptian-Dutch partnerships have important lessons for future development projects. Nasser built his Aswan Dam, Sadat built the El Salam Canal and Mubarak the Toshka Canal. Currently an area of 5 million acres is drained and an Integrated Water Resources Management process is being implemented. Successful draining can increase harvests yields with up to 10 percent. The project is a telling success-story of Egyptian-Dutch Bilateral Co-operation. During Wednesday's 3rd World Water Forum session in Shiga, Dutch Minister for Water Management Ms. Melanie Schultz van Haegen and Egyptian Minister of Water Resources and Irrigation, Dr. Mohammed Abu Zeid offered some insights in the underlying reasons for this success. One of the main causes has been true commitment, and as a result, trust on both sides, sustained long-term partnerships, with participation at the highest level, were pinpointed as one of the most important conditions to generate commitment and trust. The programme has been so successful that it has served as a model for several countries including India, Pakistan, Sri Lanka and Iran.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200303240495.html
________________________________________________________________________________________

ROAP Media Update – 25 March 2003

_____________________________________________________


Topical News Issues
Harmony in water treaty
The Star online, March 18, 2003 - DESPITE growing apprehension about the threat of future water wars, a new United Nations report shows the need for countries to share freshwater resources has been a major force for peace and cooperation since the first international agreement 4,500 years ago.  
“Water has the capacity to unite people and states with shared resources,” said Prof Aaron T. Wolf of Oregon State University, lead author of the Atlas of International Freshwater Agreements, published by the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) in co-operation with the university and the Food and Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations. 
http://www.thestar.com.my/news/archives/story.asp?ppath=\2003\3\18&file=/2003/3/18/features/hrwater&sec=features 

Asia's potential water fights
Asia Times Online (Hong Kong), March 25, 203 - (By Alan Boyd)  - SYDNEY - As many as 57 river basins in Asia are viewed as potential flashpoints for conflict between riparian neighbors as population and development pressures strain dwindling water resources.
They should perhaps act as the water equivalent of marriage guidance counselors, amicably resolving differences between countries and communities who may be straying apart, or act as go- between for those who are flirting with cooperation but are too coy, too unsure, maybe even too distrustful about how to proceed," said United Nations Environment Program director Klaus Toepfer.
http://www.atimes.com/atimes/Asian_Economy/EC25Dk01.html 

Third World Water Forum fruitful with 100 new commitments 
KYOTO, JAPAN, March 23 (Xinhuanet) -- More than 100 new commitments on water were made by participants of the eight-day Third World Water Forum, an important international water meeting, which concluded Sunday in west Japan's prefecture of Kyoto.
…During the event, UN Undersecretary General, Klaus Toepfer, delivered a message from UN Secretary General Kofi Annan, in whichAnnan was quoted as saying, "This year, the International Year of Freshwater, we must move from promises to practice, from commitments to concrete projects, from intent to implementation." 
http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2003-03/23/content_793968.htm

UN, ministers seek more aid to battle water crisis

The Daily Star News, March 23, 2003 (AFP, Kyoto) - Developed nations must allocate greater financial resources to the battle against the global water and sanitation crisis, ministers and delegates at the Third World Water Forum said Saturday. 
…"This year, the International Year of Freshwater, we must move from promises to practice, from commitments to concrete projects, from intent to implementation," said a statement from UN Secretary General Kofi Annan read by UN Environment Programme chief Klaus Toepfer. 

http://www.dailystarnews.com/200303/23/n3032313.htm#BODY14 

Water Forum seek more aid to battle water crisis 
The Straits Times, March 23, 2003: http://straitstimes.asia1.com.sg/techscience/story/0,4386,178865,00.html? 

2.4 billion people face water crisis
Nzoom.com (New Zealand), March 22, 2003 - 100 ministers representing 96 countries opened a two day meeting on Saturday devoted to reaching agreement on solutions to the global water and sanitation crisis facing 2.4 billion people.
To open the meeting, which coincided with the United Nations observance of World Water Day, UN Environmental Program director Klaus Toepfer read a statement from Secretary-General Kofi Annan urging that the basic right to clean water be affirmed to the two billion people on the planet without it.
http://onenews.nzoom.com/onenews_detail/0,1227,177292-1-9,00.html 


Critical (or millennium) water crisis will spawn disease, malnutrition and poverty

The Daily Star, March 21, 2003 (Md. Asadullah Khan) - Water is the most precious fluid in our lives. It is the substance from which all life on earth has sprung and continues to depend. If we run short of oil or other fossil fuel that we consider essential to our life and comfort we can use alternative energy sources but if we run short of pure drinking water, we are doomed.
…The adage "everyone lives downstream is no doubt a catchy slogan but disappointingly few in this region do much about the state of the stream itself in poor countries. Current world investment in water related development projects is $8 billion per year or a shortfall of $17 billion-- an amount roughly equal to annual pet food purchases in Europe and the United States, says Klaus Toefper, head of UN's environment programme.
http://www.dailystarnews.com/200303/21/n3032109.htm#BODY5 

Key event
The Star online, March 18, 2003 - THE highlight of World Water Day 2003 is the on-going 3rd World Water Forum which is being held in Kyoto, Shiga and Osaka in Japan. The eight-day forum, which ends on March 23, is the key event of the UN International Year of Freshwater. Discussions at the forum will focus on the launch of the World Water Development Report, the first-ever UN system-wide effort to monitor progress against targets in such fields as health, food, ecosystems, cities, industry, energy, risk management, water valuation, resource sharing, knowledge base construction and governance.  
The goal of World Water Day is to inspire political and community action, and encourage greater global understanding of the need for more responsible water use and conservation.   
A website (www.waterday2003.org ) has been created on behalf of the UN system by UNEP, the lead agency for World Water Day, to help governments, key partners such as education ministries and schools, civil society organisations, communities and individuals worldwide to plan events that achieve this end. 
http://202.186.86.35/lifestyle/story.asp?file=/2003/3/18/features/hrwaterbox&newspage=Search 

Time For Action: To Ensure Safe Drinking Water
The Financial Times, March 24, 2003 (Ashok B Sharma)  - The United Nations has declared 2003 as the International Year of Fresh Water. Recently the World Day for Water was celebrated on March 22. The 8-day long meeting of the Third World Water Forum is slated to conclude on March 23 in Kyoto in Japan. All these events relate to the growing concern over the accessibility of safe drinking water.
…It is time for the government to think as to whether the strict implementation of environmental norms, enforcement of quality standards for drinking water is the rational way or it should shamefully give up its responsibility of ensuring safe drinking water to the people, by handing over the water bodies and utility services to the corporate sector, who are the major pollutors. 
The spirit of the Constitution, however, emphasizes that it is the duty of the government to ensure safe drinking water to its citizens.
http://www.financialexpress.com/fe_full_story.php?content_id=30687 

High promise but little prospects for eco-tourism in Bangladesh
The Independent – Bangladesh (Raquib Siddiqi), March 25, 2003 - Eco-tourism activities have been expanding rapidly over the past two decades worldwide and further growth is expected in the future. But in Bangladesh this wind of change has so far created hardly any ripple.
Recognising its global importance, the United Nations had designated the year 2002 as the International Year of Eco-tourism, and its Commission on Sustainable Development requested international agencies, governments and the private sector to undertake supportive activities. The World Tourism Organisation (WTO) and the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) joined forces and took the leading role in the preparation and co-ordination of activities undertaken at the international level during the IYE.
http://independent-bangladesh.com/news/mar/25/25032003ft.htm#A1 
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Oman
Gulf Water Week

The Regional Municipality and Environment of Oman organized different activities on the occasion of the Gulf Water Week, to prevail water awareness in the society. They discussed the importance of water in life, and they mentioned the necessity of facing the challenges of the scarcity of rainfall.   

http://www.omannews.com/sand35.htm
Bahrain
Bahrain is 'safe' as oil slick heads for Saudi  

AN oil slick which is heading for Saudi Arabia will not hit Bahrain, said a key official yesterday.

It may have come from the same source as an earlier slick which hit the coast of Muharraq, added Municipalities and Agriculture Ministry common municipality service director-general Dr Juma Al Kaabi

"We have now sealed off the sensitive parts of the Muharraq coast to protect them in the unlikely event that more oil heads this way," he said The areas that we have sealed off are the important parts of the coast including the beaches and the area near the Hidd Power and Water Plant

"There is no way that we can protect all Muharraq's coastline because it's just too long, but the sensitive areas are protected.

Environmental Affairs director general Khalid Fakhro added that the wind direction was north to north-easterly and was expected to remain the same today.

"This will push the oil slick away from Bahrain but we are monitoring the situation closely and are taking precautions just in case," he said.

http://www.gulf-daily-news.com/Articles.asp?Article=47261&Sn=BNEW
UAE
Water Activities in Dubai

Dubai Municipality prepared some activities to let the people of Dubai know the importance of water and ways of  rationalization. 

http://www.albayan.co.ae/albayan/2003/03/24/mhl/11.htm
Houbara bustard chicks hatched at ERWDA centre in Swaihan

AL AIN Nine houbara bustard chicks were hatched last week at the Swaihan-based National Avian Research Centre (NARC) of the Environmental Research and Wildlife Development Agency (ERWDA) as the new breeding season began this year.

Throughout last year's season, the centre managed to get 50 chicks and we aim to double this figure every year until 2005.

" The centre has moved from conducting research to the breeding of houbara through its captive-breeding programme, which was initiated four years ago. 

The programme, which is a part of NARC's mission, aims to establish a sustainable hunting system, which helps to preserve the Arabian cultural tradition of falconry without affecting the number of wild houbara.

http://66.234.3.46/Displayarticle.asp?section=theuae&xfile=data/thuae/2003/march/theuae_march419.xml
_________________________________________________________________________________________

Prepared by News Services Section





DH/3856
http://www.un.org/News/





24 March 2003



M O N D A Y    H I G H L I G H T S
Iraq

*
Annan says UN doing ‘whatever it can’ to bring aid to Iraqi people

*
UN agencies scramble to bring relief, with special concern over Basra

*
As danger mounts, UN urges parties to protect civilians

*
Diplomats begin negotiating new Security Council resolution on UN relief aid

*
Displaced people returning to northern areas as UN steps up relief effort

*
UN calls for urgent action to preserve ‘Garden of Eden’ in southern Iraq

Other news

*
Annan strongly condemns ‘cowardly massacre’ in Kashmir

*
UN human rights official cuts short Myanmar visit over bugging

*
Liberia: UN rights chief concerned at abuses against civilians

*
Peace process in Bougainville still needs nurturing – Annan

*
Afghanistan: UN envoy deplores attacks against schools

*
UN hails progress in fighting tuberculosis and urges increased efforts 

*
UNESCO offers to help Greece, UK in dispute over Parthenon Marbles
*
UN to observe day of solidarity with detained, missing staff members

*
High-level brainstorming session helps ECOSOC on rural development

*
Annan calls for ‘blue revolution’ for global sharing of scarce freshwater

*
General Assembly President urges cooperation to offset effects of climate change

* * * * 

Iraq: Secretary-General

24 March – Pledging again that the United Nations will do whatever it can to aid the Iraqi people, Secretary-General Kofi Annan today called for urgent measures to restore water and electricity to Basra following reports that the southern city may face a humanitarian disaster and urged the parties to the Iraqi conflict to treat prisoners of war humanely.

Answering questions upon his arrival at UN Headquarters in New York, Mr. Annan said the major issue today before the Security Council and himself was adopting a new resolution on the now suspended Oil-for-Food programme, which permits Baghdad to use a portion of revenues generated by petroleum exports to purchase food and other relief supplies.

“We should not forget that 60 per cent of them [Iraqis] have been dependent on the oil-for-food programme and this is why the Council and myself are determined to do whatever we can to keep that pipeline open, and the initiative in the Council where they are discussing adjustments to the oil-for-food programme is to make that possible,” he said.

Asked whether the United States and its allies have behaved so far fully in accord with their responsibilities under humanitarian obligations, Mr. Annan replied: “I don’t have all the facts but I’ve heard a report from the Red Cross that the people in Basra may be facing a humanitarian disaster in that they have no water and they have no electricity and I think a city that size cannot afford to go without electricity or water for long.

“Urgent measures should be taken to restore electricity and water to that population.”

Mr. Annan stressed that in times of war, it is the belligerents who are responsible for the welfare and safety of the people and that in an occupation, it is the occupying power that has responsibility for the welfare of the people. “Without detracting from those responsibilities, the UN will do whatever it can to help the Iraqi population and we would want to resume the oil-for-food as soon as possible,” he said. “In these conflict situations it is urgent that humanitarian agencies and actors are given the space to act.

“And I should also remind all concerned that they must respect international humanitarian law.”

Questioned about prisoners of war, the Secretary-General replied: “Prisoners of war have to be treated humanely and in accordance with international law and I think both sides have a responsibility to ensure that this is done and send a message to the combatants that they do have a responsibility to treat the prisoners of war humanely.”

Responding to a question about charges in a letter by Iraqi Vice-President Taha Yasin Ramadan delivered on Friday, Mr. Annan said: “I think I can understand the anger, the frustration, the exasperation of Mr. Ramadan and the other Iraqis. Their country is at war and this sort of sentiment and anger is something that is understandable. But of course I am doing my work as Secretary-General working with the Council. The UN or I have no interest in becoming a high commissioner and it is ironic that as a former colonial subject I’ll be accused of being a colonialist.”

* * *

Iraq: humanitarian

24 March – Local employees of United Nations relief agencies fanned out inside Iraq and around its borders today to bring aid to the civilian population, with particular concern focused on the country’s second city, Basra, where lack of water has raised the spectre of disease for its 1.7 millions residents, especially 100,000 children under the age of five.

“There must now be a threat of disease as tens of thousands of people in their homes, hospitals and care institutions attempt to cope and find what water they can from the river and other sources,” UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) spokesman Geoffrey Keele told a briefing in Amman, Jordan, on the UN’s relief activities. “Unfortunately, the river is also where sewage is dumped.”

Noting UNICEF’s role as the lead agency for water in the emergency and that this was the third day Basra was reported to be without water because of frequent power cuts, he said: “As UNICEF has warned, bad water costs lives, especially among the most vulnerable. And the children of Iraq are some of the most vulnerable people in the world.

“Not only are they suffering from high rates of malnutrition, in Basra there is the very real possibility now of child deaths, not only from the conflict, but from the additional effects of diarrhoea and dehydration. We estimate that at least 100,000 children under the age of five are at risk.”

UNICEF is looking at ways to provide emergency water supplies as soon as conditions allow and is also at work in Baghdad focusing on the urgent need for clean water in the capital’s hospitals, Mr. Keele said.

The World Health Organization (WHO) added its voice to the concern, warning that the health situation could deteriorate quickly. It said teams from the International Committee of the Red Cross had managed to restore service for some 40 per cent of the population but that would only partially and temporarily cover needs.

Re-hydration is one of the most efficient and cost-effective measures against diarrhoea-related diseases, the second cause of mortality among children under the age of five, WHO spokesperson Fadela Chaib said, but the use of re-hydration salts requires clean water. In similar past situations in Iraq, diarrhoea diseases have accounted for 25 to 40 per cent of deaths during the acute phase of the emergency, with 80 per cent of deaths in under-two-year olds. Women and children will be the most affected group, she added.

The UN High Commissioner for the Refugees (UNHCR) said mobile teams based from the southwestern Iranian city of Ahwaz were monitoring the crossings from Iraq because the grim situation reported in Basra. Spokesman Peter Kessler said that further north along the frontier, a UNHCR team based in Khermanshah was visiting the Khosravi crossing today to check the frontier, following reports of attacks inside Iraq.

To the far north of Iraq, he said an eight-truck UNHCR convoy of relief items reached Silopi in southeastern Turkey this morning. Eight thousand mattresses from a regional stockpile at Iskenderun were being unloaded at the Red Crescent warehouse.

But no refugee movements were reported in the last 24 hours, he added.

For its part, the World Food Programme (WFP) said 19 trucks carrying about 380 tons of food offloaded their shipment in a warehouse in Erbil, where local staff are still working, for distribution under a nutrition programme in the northern provinces. Spokesman Khaled Mansour said the situation there was described as quiet but tense. People who had left Erbil because of the conflict were returning, he added.

* * *

Iraq: humanitarian

23 March – With danger mounting amid military activity in Iraq, the United Nations today repeated its call for the parties to shield innocent people from the impact of the fighting.

“The already very vulnerable Iraqi population is now facing the grim prospect of growing casualties as hostilities intensify,” said David Wimhurst, spokesman for the UN Humanitarian Coordinator for Iraq. “The UN continues to urge all the parties to this conflict to do their utmost to protect the lives of the civilian population.” 

Geoffrey Keele, a spokesman for the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF), recalled the agency’s longstanding concern about the impact of war on young people. “Children are the most vulnerable during conflict and it leaves emotional, mental and sometimes physical scars,” he said. “We are extremely concerned about the children inside Iraq and the stress and emotional impact this could be having on them.”

UNICEF today continued its drive to help the most vulnerable Iraqis, delivering food and blankets to the Hanan childcare institution in Kerbala. UNICEF national staff, at the request of caregivers, also gave supplies to a centre for the elderly in the same town.

Following a shower of missiles yesterday in the Halabja area in Sulaymaniyah, near the Iranian border, families have been fleeing for Soran, where they have taken refuge in local schools. “We estimate the total number of internally displaced persons to be about 1,300,” Mr. Wimhurst said.

He also voiced concern over the fact that checkpoints on the dividing line between the government-controlled territory in the south and the three northern governorates are now closed. “Although six internally displaced people were able to cross to the north by alternative routes yesterday, these checkpoint closures will prevent many from seeking shelter in the north,” he said, calling attention to the high risk faced by those denied access to safer areas.

Meanwhile, the World Food Programme (WFP) today sent another plane carrying 40 tons of high-energy biscuits to Kuwait. “Now we have 80 tons stored in Kuwait for potential refugees or to take them inside Iraq when the need arises,” said agency spokesman Khaled Mansour.

In a bid to help accommodate those fleeing military activity in Mosul and Kirkuk, the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) reported that an agency representative in Syria has reached an agreement with the Governor of Hasakah Province on the establishment of a refugee camp at the Al Yarubiyah border crossing, and for a second facility at Al Tanf. Work on these newly approved camps is slated to begin this week.

* * *

 Iraq: Oil-for-Food

 
22 March – In a bid to prepare for a new humanitarian relief effort in Iraq, diplomats today began negotiating a Security Council measure which would adapt the work of the United Nations in the country to meet emerging needs.

“A group of experts is meeting under the auspices of Germany as Chairman of the Security Council Sanctions Committee to prepare a draft resolution whereby the Security Council would allow the adjustment of the Oil-For Food Programme in order to continue providing the emergency humanitarian aid to the Iraqi people during and after the war, as suggested by Secretary-General Kofi Annan,” UN spokesman Nejib Friji told the press in Amman.

The Secretary-General is scheduled to meet top UN relief officials Wednesday in New York to discuss the coordination of all aid to the Iraqi people during and after the war.

* * *

Iraq: humanitarian

22 March – While the United Nations steps up its relief effort in various parts of Iraq, people displaced from their homes have been returning to some of the country’s northern governorates, a spokesman for the world body reported today.

“In the north of Iraq, the number of people returning to Erbil and Sulaymaniyah is increasing and shops re-opening,” David Wimhurst told the press in Amman. He added that others are still leaving Dahuk.

Responding to the anticipated flow of Iraqis, the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) has dispatched experienced emergency officers to monitor borders, establish offices, and strengthen the agency’s existing operations in the region, according to spokesman Peter Kessler.

“The Jordanian Hashemite Charity Organization/UNHCR camp at Ruwaished can now accommodate up to 2,000 refugees,” he said, adding that five metric tons of high-energy biscuits and 1,000 ready-to-eat rations are in stock. 

Meanwhile, amid reports of burning oil wells in southern Iraq, the UN Environment Programme (UNEP) is preparing a study of the key environmental issues that will have to be faced in the post-conflict humanitarian and reconstruction effort.

In another development, Geoffrey Keele, a spokesman for the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF), said the agency is now involved in an operation to help safeguard the welfare of extremely vulnerable children in institutions in the Iraqi capital Baghdad. 

Yesterday was Eid Naroos, the Festival of Spring, a holiday that in Iraq is particularly associated with children and a time of re-birth. UNICEF national staff in Baghdad delivered supplies of rice, flour, high-protein biscuits and tinned meat to four institutions in central Baghdad housing up to 800 children. UNICEF staff who visited the homes reported that the children were clean and well kept, but “very disturbed” by what was happening.

“When staff asked the children what they wanted, it is not perhaps surprising that the children asked for the bombing to stop,” Mr. Keele said.

Responding to the particular suffering of children during wartime, UNICEF has procured and positioned a total of $9.1 million in health, water, and nutrition supplies in Iran, Turkey, Kuwait and Jordan. In addition, two trucks containing essential medicines and water purification tablets have arrived in Baghdad from Jordan.

* * *

 Iraq: environment

 
22 March – Issuing a strong warning about the disappearance of marshlands in southern Iraq, the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) today said post-war rehabilitation efforts should take special account of people and wildlife in the area.

The Marshlands of Mesopotamia in Iraq – the “fertile crescent” – are considered by some to be the Biblical location of the Garden of Eden. According to UNEP, of the scarce marshlands remaining, one third have disappeared in the past two years. The situation threatens many species such as the Sacred Ibis and African darter as well as the culture of the marsh Arabs, who are the 5,000 year-old heirs of the Babylonians and Sumerians.

Recent studies supported by UNEP indicate that from the early 1970s to 2000, 90 per cent of the marshlands, also home to rare and unique species and a spawning ground for Gulf fisheries, had disappeared. Since 2000, a further 325 square kilometres have dried out, leaving just 7 per cent of the original area.

UNEP Executive Director Klaus Toepfer called the situation “an environmental catastrophe,” and voiced hope that when hostilities in Iraq end, the rehabilitation of the country will include a full assessment and action plan to restore the marshes.

* * * 

Kashmir

24 March – Calling it a “cowardly act of terrorism,” United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today strongly condemned yesterday’s massacre of 24 people in Kashmir, including women and children.

A statement issued by a spokesman for Mr. Annan said the Secretary-General “condemns in the strongest possible terms as a cowardly act of terrorism” the killing of 24 Kashmiri Hindus that took place near the town of Shopian.

The Secretary-General also sent his heartfelt condolences to the bereaved families, the statement said.

* * *

Myanmar


24 March – The United Nations Special Rapporteur on Human Rights in Myanmar cut short his fact finding mission there today after discovering a listening device under the table during interviews with prison inmates.


Paulo Sergio Pinheiro, who was scheduled to end this fifth visit to Myanmar on Wednesday, informed the country’s authorities that he had found the bug – a wireless microphone – on Saturday under the table in the room at Insein prison where he was conducting interviews. Under these circumstances, he said, he felt obliged to interrupt his mission.

           Since his first mission to Myanmar, Mr. Pinheiro has sought and received from the authorities assurances that there would be no interference with the conduct of his work and standard operating procedures. These include the respect of confidentiality with regard to interviews with persons in detention and the collection of other information. 

Mr. Pinheiro, who was leaving the country today, said the authorities expressed regret on learning of the incident and gave assurances that it would be fully investigated. 

He reiterated that all persons cooperating with him should be free from any form of intimidation, harassment or punishment before, during and after his missions. The Myanmar authorities had reaffirmed to him their commitment to this principle, he added.

* * *

Liberia

24 March – Expressing profound concern at the continuing armed conflict in Liberia and its toll on the civilian population, the United Nations human rights chief today urged all parties to the conflict to commit themselves immediately to the protection of civilians.

In a statement issued from Geneva, the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights (UNHCHR), Sergio Vieira de Mello, said he continues to receive credible reports of serious abuses and violations of human rights and humanitarian law by both parties to the Liberian conflict. These violations include extra-judicial killings, torture and rape. Civilians, including children, have also been deliberately targeted and forcibly recruited for fighting. 

“Parties to the conflict should ensure respect for human rights and humanitarian law in areas under their control and in the conduct of hostilities,” Mr. Vieira de Mello said. “Where these abuses and violations occur, parties have an obligation to bring perpetrators to justice.”


The High Commissioner urged all parties to the conflict to commit themselves immediately to the protection of civilians, especially their physical integrity and the means necessary for their survival. He stressed that there can be no impunity for violations of human rights and differences should be resolved peacefully within the context of the rule of law and democratic principles.

Mr. Vieira de Mello also endorsed the appeal made by the UN to the Government of Liberia and the Liberians United for Reconciliation and Democracy (LURD) to enter into cease fire negotiations. 

* * *

Bougainville


24 March – While the peace process in Bougainville is stronger than ever, it still needs nurturing, the United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan says in a report issued today on progress made by the United Nations mission to the island in Papua New Guinea.

Mr. Annan’s report to the Security Council reviews the activities of the UN Political Office in Bougainville (UNPOB) since last November. Bougainville fought a 10-year war of independence against the archipelago before a ceasefire was brokered in 1998. The election of an autonomous government is expected to take place before the end of the year.

The report specifically discusses the remaining challenges and benchmarks to be achieved by the parties to the Bougainville Peace Agreement signed in August 2001. The Agreement has three elements: autonomy, a referendum and a weapons disposal plan. Mr. Annan also addresses the exit strategy of the UNPOB upon completion of its mission at the end of the year. 

“The peace process is undoubtedly stronger than it has ever been before, but it still needs nurturing,” states Mr. Annan. “With the Office’s bridge-building, brokering and facilitating role, they have significantly advanced the process of change that has been under way since the Agreement was signed.” 

Mr. Annan says that “the divisions, suspicions and mistrust created by the war,” compounded the complexity of Bougainville, a small society with a great diversity of clans and language groups.

“Their leaders have a unity of purpose and action, although that has not yet permeated the whole society, which still bears the deep scars of war,” he says, adding that it is not difficult to understand this slow pace of change given “the extremely low level of the island’s development”. 

In order to solidify peace in Bougainville, the Secretary-General is appealing to the donor community to continue its giving assistance to the island following the expected departure of UNPOB.

* * *

Afghanistan


24 March – Marking the start of the Afghan school year, the senior United Nations envoy for the country has deplored the attacks against schools in parts of the country and called on Afghans to unite against vandalism.

Speaking at a ceremony held over the weekend to launch the beginning of the 1382 Afghan school year, the Special Representative of UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan, Lakhdar Brahimi, said the attacks against mostly girls’ schools were “unacceptable.”  President Hamid Karzai and other senior Afghan officials also attended the ceremony held at Amani High School.

“Neither the religion of Afghanistan, nor the culture, nor any tradition and certainly not the tradition of jihad, allow something like this to happen,” Mr. Brahimi said of the attacks carried out last year. He also said those who engaged in the vandalism were enemies of the people, religion and culture of Afghanistan.

Mr. Brahimi called on Afghans “to unite against these destructive elements” who do not serving any principles recognized by the people of Afghanistan. He added that the UN was doing its best to help the girls and boys in Afghanistan to have access to education and expressed the hope that more would be done by all involved.

* * *

Tuberculosis


24 March – Top United Nations officials marked World Tuberculosis Day today by hailing a “significant milestone” in treating 10 million patients under an international programme but also calling for increased efforts to reach the global goal of detecting 70 per cent of all infectious TB cases and curing 85 per cent of those detected by 2005. 


“TB can be controlled, cured and prevented,” Secretary-General Kofi Annan said in a message.

He noted that more people die from TB than from any other curable infectious disease in the world – some 2 million every year – 98 per cent of them in developing countries. One third of the world’s population is infected with the TB bacillus.

Recalling that roughly 10 million patients have successfully completed treatment under the Directly Observed Therapy Short-Course (DOTS) strategy since the World Health Organization (WHO) declared TB a global emergency 10 years ago, he hailed the programme as “one of the world’s most cost-effective public health interventions, which has not only saved lives, but has also helped to reduce the relentless spread of TB infection.

“On World Tuberculosis Day, let us pledge to do more to strengthen and expand DOTS programmes in order to meet the global targets of detecting 70 per cent of all infectious TB cases and curing 85 per cent of those detected by 2005,” Mr. Annan said.

Also hailing the strategy, WHO Director-General Gro Harlem Brundtland declared: “The treatment and cure of so many people under DOTS has saved millions of lives and is slowing the spread of infection. But now we must accelerate our efforts. With additional funding for TB control programmes, especially in the 22 high-burden countries that account for 80 per cent of global cases, we could expect to see a worldwide reduction in the sickness and death caused by TB within three years.”

WHO noted of the 10 million patients successfully treated under DOTS, more than 90 per cent live in developing countries where the disease causes the most suffering, economic loss and death. 

According to the WHO Global Tuberculosis Control Report for 2003, released today, growth in the global incidence rate of TB has slowed to 0.4 per cent per year. The number of countries that have adopted the DOTS strategy has grown to 155 of 192 WHO Member States, and more than 60 per cent of the world’s population now has access to DOTS services. China and India, which together account for nearly 40 per cent of all TB cases, have made remarkable progress in quickly expanding population coverage while maintaining high cure rates. 

But the report finds the TB epidemic is still growing unabated in sub-Saharan Africa – where it is closely linked to HIV/AIDS and poverty – and in many of the new states arising after the break-up of the Soviet Union, where it is exacerbated by poverty and social disruption. In some high-HIV countries of sub-Saharan Africa, TB rates have quadrupled since the mid-1980s and threaten to overwhelm well-established control programs.  

“TB and HIV have become intertwined epidemics, increasing their devastating impact on communities world-wide,” said Dr. Peter Piot, Executive Director of the Joint UN Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS). “Effectively treating TB will not solve the AIDS crisis, but will save lives and ultimately reduce the burden of AIDS on societies.”

* * *

UNESCO

24 March – The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) today said it has offered to help Greece and the United Kingdom to resolve their differences over the Parthenon Marbles kept at the British Museum.
That dispute, along with another between Germany and Turkey over the Bogazkoy Sphinx currently in a Berlin museum, tops the agenda of a meeting that gets underway tomorrow at UNESCO Headquarters in Paris of the agency’s Intergovernmental Committee for Promoting the Return of Cultural Property to its Countries of Origin or its Restitution in Case of Illicit Appropriation.
The Committee comprises 22 countries and meets every two years to consider cases brought to its attention. During its 12th session, representatives will discuss principles recently formulated to facilitate the solution of differences over cultural properties displaced during World War II, as well as progress made towards identifying and preserving properties illegally taken out of Afghanistan, so that they can be returned.

The Committee will also consider preventive measures to limit illicit trafficking in cultural properties, with one important measure concerning the introduction of inventory forms to standardize the description of art objects and antiquities. Setting up databases which will include information about UNESCO Member States’ national legislation on cultural property, will also be discussed.

Since the Committee last met in March 2001, Albania, Barbados, Bhutan, Japan, Rwanda and the United Kingdom have become States Parties to the 1970 Convention concerning the Means of Prohibiting and Preventing the Illicit Import, Export and Transfer of Ownership of Cultural Property, brining to 97 the number of States Parties. Denmark, Morocco, Sweden and Switzerland have announced they will ratify the Convention or are in the process of doing so.

Meanwhile, Argentina, Cambodia, Norway, Portugal and Spain have ratified the 1995 UNIDROIT Convention on Stolen or Illegally Exported Cultural Objects, raising its total to 18. This convention, which covers private law, complements the UNESCO treaty.

The UNESCO Committee, set up in 1980, has no jurisdictional power to rule in disputes between parties. But as a consultative organ, it can offer its good offices to facilitate bilateral negotiations for the restitution or return of cultural properties to their countries of origin. It also encourages the establishing or strengthening of museums in developing countries and the training of scientific and technical staff.

* * *

UN Staff

24 March – United Nations staff members worldwide are set to honour their colleagues who have been detained, abducted or who have gone missing while in the service of the Organization.

There are at least 39 staff members of the UN family of organizations currently missing or “disappeared” – possibly under arrest or being held in detention. To focus global attention on their plight, the Eighteenth Annual International Day of Solidarity with Detained and Missing Staff members will be observed tomorrow.


The Day marks the armed abduction of Alec Collett near Beirut Airport in1985 while on assignment for the UN Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA). The fate of Mr. Collett, a former journalist and Director of the UN Information Centre in Ghana, has never been determined. 

This year, a lapel pin intended to highlight the importance of staff security and safety will be distributed. Mrs. Elaine Collett will present Deputy Secretary-General Louise Fréchette with the first pin during a brief ceremony at UN Headquarters.

* * *

ECOSOC

24 March – Readying itself for an annual meeting devoted to eradicating poverty in developing countries by promoting rural development, the United Nations Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) held a brainstorming session with international experts today at UN Headquarters in New York.

“The forces of globalization have the potential to make everyone better off, to eradicate hunger and poverty,” Gordon Conway, President of the Rockefeller Foundation, said in his opening keynote address. “But equally, they may help the rich get richer and the poor get poorer. The outcome depends on whether we can develop economic, political and social institutions – globally, nationally and locally – that will spread the benefits more equitably.

That is why the United Nations is so important, he stressed. “It has the strengths that are crucial to the task: it represents all the countries of the world and all human endeavour – in science, technology and education, in economic development, agriculture and health, in issues of gender, human rights and refugees and so on,” he said.

Mr. Conway advocated a step-by-step approach to making progress as a way to improve performance, maintain momentum and avoid being overwhelmed by the lofty goals such as the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs).

However desirable these goals are in focusing attention by politicians and the public and capturing imaginations, it is better to focus on their components, both geographic and substantive, since progress can be readily made and can be reported in a manner that maintains optimism and public support, he said.

“Part of the problem, I believe, is that we concentrate too much on the goals themselves, rather than their components,” he said. “A good analogy is a jigsaw puzzle – we focus on completing the puzzle rather than on the component pieces, many of which are achievable in the time frame.”

ECOSOC’s substantive session takes place in Geneva in July.

* * *

World Water Day


22 March – Marking World Water Day 2003, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today called for a “blue revolution” of improved water management and sharing so that instead of igniting armed conflict, water scarcity and crises united the people of the world.

“It is often said that water crises and scarcities will at some point lead to armed conflict,” Mr. Annan said in a message delivered by Klaus Toepfer, Executive-Director of the UN Environment Programme (UNEP) to the Third World Water Forum currently underway in Kyoto, Japan. “But this need not be the case. Water problems have also been a catalyst for cooperation among peoples and nations.”

In his message, Mr. Annan noted that while poor countries overwhelmingly suffer the most – from a lack of access to safe drinking water and adequate sanitation – but countries with expertise in “drip irrigation” or the management of watersheds are beginning to share that knowledge and technology.

“Scientists, local authorities, non-governmental organizations, private businesses and international organizations are pooling their efforts in the hopes of bringing about a much needed ‘blue revolution’ and to improve management of this vital resource,” the Secretary-General said. “Whatever else divides the human community, whether we live upstream or downstream, in cities or in rural areas, water issues – the global water cycle itself – should link us in a common effort to protect and share it equitably, sustainably and peacefully.”

Warning that under present trends two out of every three people on Earth will suffer moderate to severe water shortages in little more than two decades, Mr. Annan said: “This year, the International Year of Freshwater, we must move from promises to practice, from commitments to concrete projects, from intent to implementation.”

* * *

Climate change

24 March – The President of the United Nations General Assembly has urged global meteorological experts to pool their specialized skills and technical know-how to help offset the alarming effects of climate change which, if left unchecked, will undoubtedly have catastrophic environmental, economic and social repercussions.

“There is the need to find strategies regarding promising ways of reducing carbon dioxide and other damaging emissions and to develop and adopt renewable energy sources,” Jan Kavan of the Czech Republic said yesterday in a message to mark World Meteorological Day, which is observed on 23 March. “We all know that this issue cannot be left indefinitely blowing in the wind.”

World Meteorological Day is an annual commemoration of the 1950 entry into force of the Convention of the World Meteorological Organization, which set up the Geneva-based UN agency for coordinating and providing a framework for global cooperation in meteorology and related fields of environmental concern, such as hydrology and geophysics.

“International collaboration to manage the damaging emissions of greenhouse gases on our planet will be essential in tackling the question of how our future climate will evolve,” Mr. Kavan said, adding that although the different aspects of global climate change are questioned and debated at all levels, “there is, without any doubt, evidence that the acceleration in climate change patterns is attributable to human activity.”

* *** *

_________________________________________________________________________________________

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

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

     Secretary-General.

           Good Afternoon.

           **Secretary-General on Iraq

           The Secretary-General, on entering UN Headquarters this morning, was asked about comments from Iraq’s UN Ambassador that his actions in pulling UN staff out of Iraq cleared the way for war there, and he responded, “It has  to be clear that the UN workers were the last to leave”.

           He said that normally, UN staff is moved out of harm’s way, which is what happened just one day before the  war started last Wednesday, and he added that “they will go back as soon as it is practicable”.

           In terms of aiding the Iraqi people, the Secretary-General drew attention to the initiative before the Security Council to adjust the “oil-for-food” program, on which 60 per cent of Iraqis are dependent, to keep the aid pipeline to Iraqis open.  He added, “Whichever authority is seen in charge at the end of the hostilities, we will work with them”.

           The Secretary-General drew particular attention to reports from the Red Cross that people in Basra may be facing a humanitarian disaster, with no water or electricity available to them, and he said that urgent measures must be taken to restore electricity and water there.  He reminded all concerned to respect international humanitarian law.

           Asked about whether the UN weapons inspectors would return to Iraq, he said that the UN Monitoring,

     Verification and Inspection Commission (UNMOVIC) still has the responsibility for the disarmament of Iraq, and has only suspended its work temporarily because of the situation on the ground.  Once the conflict is over, he said, the inspectors and the “oil-for-food” program would both be expected to resume work.

           We have the full transcript upstairs.

           **Amman Briefing

           According to the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, UN agencies, along with the International  Committee for the Red Cross and non-governmental organizations, are providing assistance to internally displaced persons in the three northern governorates of Iraq.  They are providing food, medicine, sanitation, water, shelter, fuel

     and generator support.

           The World Food Programme (WFP) says its national staff in Erbil, off-loaded 380 tons of food into a

     warehouse.  The cargo had arrived by truck from Turkey and had crossed the border just before it was closed.  The  food handlers are still operating, so the food can be distributed.  The situation in Erbil is described as quiet but tense.  People who had left Erbil because of the conflict are returning.

           In the last week, the WFP confirmed that about 5,000 internally displaced persons arrived in the northern governorates after fleeing towns controlled by the Iraqi Government.

           In Amman, Jordan, the UN Children’s Fund reports that its staff is at work in Baghdad focusing on the urgent  need for clean water in hospitals across the capital.

           UNICEF said it is concerned about the situation in Basra.  Frequent power cuts and the consequent cutting of  water supplies, especially to hospitals, has created a threat of disease as tens of thousands of people in their homes, hospitals and care institutions attempt to cope and find what water they can from the river and other sources. Unfortunately, the river is also where the sewage is dumped. 

           Meanwhile, the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees says it is continuing to prepare campsites, transport relief supplies to the region and monitor possible border crossing points throughout the Iraq region over the  weekend.  No large-scale influx of refugees has been seen so far into any of the neighbouring countries, and border  areas are reportedly calm.  UNHCR has some 200 staff in the region and emergency teams are on standby for deployment from around the world.

           **Security Council

           There are no meetings or consultations of the Security Council today.

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

           The following statement is attributable to the Spokesman on the situation in Kashmir:

           “The Secretary-General condemns in the strongest possible terms as a cowardly act of terrorism yesterday’s  massacre of 24 Kashmiri Hindus, including women and children, that took place near the town of Shopian in Kashmir.   He sends his heartfelt condolences to the bereaved families.”

           **Myanmar

           The United Nations Special Rapporteur on the Situation of Human Rights in Myanmar, Paulo Sergio Pinheiro,  has suspended his fact-finding mission to the country after discovering a listening device during interviews with inmates  at Insein Prison on Saturday, 22 March.  He left Yangon today.

           Pinheiro, who was scheduled to end this fifth visit to Myanmar on 26 March, has informed the country’s authorities that he found the bug in conducting his interviews. Under these circumstances, he said, he felt obliged to interrupt his mission.  Pinheiro reports that the authorities had expressed  regret on learning of the incident and given the assurance that it would be investigated in full.  We have a press release  on that.

           **Afghanistan

           In Afghanistan, the Special Representative of the Secretary-General, Lakhdar Brahimi, joined President Hamid  Karzai and other senior Afghan officials, at the ceremony held over the weekend to launch the beginning of the Afghanschool year.

           In his impromptu remarks, Brahimi called “unacceptable” the attacks against schools, mostly girls’ schools, in some parts of the country last year.  He said that “neither the religion of Afghanistan, nor the culture, nor any tradition and certainly not the tradition of Jihad allow something like this to happen”.  He went further to say that those who do this are the enemies of the people, religion and culture of Afghanistan.  He called on Afghans “to unite against these destructive elements” who are not serving any principles that the people of Afghanistan recognize as their own.  He also said the UN system was doing its best and expressed the hope that more would be done by all involved in the education sector to help the girls and boys of the country to have the education they deserve.

           **Bougainville

           The Secretary-General, in his latest report to the Security Council on the work of the UN Political Office in Bougainville, Papua New Guinea, says that the peace process there “is undoubtedly stronger than it has ever been before, but still needs nurturing.”

           The report says that the UN Office expects to complete its work by the end of this year, by verifying the

     placement of collected weapons in secure, double-locked containers under its supervision.  The election of an  autonomous Bougainville government is also expected to take place before the end of this year.

           **Liberia

           The High Commissioner for Human Rights, Sergio Vieira de Mello, today expressed his profound concern at   the armed conflict in Liberia, and, in a statement, urged all parties to the conflict to commit themselves immediately to  the protection of civilians.

           He has continued to receive credible reports of serious abuses and human rights violations by both parties,  including extra-judicial killings, torture, rape, the deliberate targeting of civilians, abductions and the forced recruitment  of children and displaced persons.  We have copies of that statement available upstairs.

           **Missing or Detained Staff

           At a time when at least 39 staff members of the UN family of organizations are under arrest or detention or are  missing, the 18th annual International Day of Solidarity with Detained and Missing Staff Members will be observed tomorrow. 

           This year, a lapel pin intended to highlight the importance of staff security and safety will be distributed.  In a  brief ceremony tomorrow, Deputy Secretary-General Louise Fréchette will accept the first pin from Elaine Collette, the wife of Alec Collette, who was abducted by armed men in 1985 near Beirut Airport while on assignment for the UN  Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA). 

           **Cultural Property

           The Committee of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, UNESCO, dealing with  the return of cultural property meets in its 12th session in Paris beginning tomorrow.  One item on the agenda will be the differences between Greece and Britain over the Parthenon Marbles, also known as the Elgin Marbles, which are kept in the British Museum.  The marble friezes, statues and other artifacts were removed from the Parthenon by the 7th Earl of Elgin, Thomas Burce, and sold to the British Government in 1816.

           Another item on the agenda is the dispute between Germany and Turkey over the Bogazkoy Sphinx, which is currently in a museum in Berlin.  The Committee will also consider methods to limit the illicit trafficking in cultural  property.  We have a press release.

           **Tuberculosis Day

           Today is World Tuberculosis Day.

           And in his message the Secretary-General said that the Directly Observed Therapy Short-Course, or DOTS, has been one of the most successful public health interventions, helping to save lives and reduce the spread of the disease.  The programme now covers 155 countries and 60 per cent of the world’s population.  The Secretary-General called for an expansion of the programme in order to meet the target of detecting 70 per cent of all infections and curing 85 per cent of those detected by 2005.

           The World Health Organization said that more than 10 million patients have been successfully treated under DOTS, 90 per cent of them in developing countries.  Gro Harlem Brundtland, the Director-General of WHO, said that efforts must now be concentrated on the 22 high-burden countries that account for 80 per cent of global cases and called for additional funding for TB control programmes.  The Secretary-General’s message has been issued as a  press release and we also have a press release from WHO.

           **World Meteorological Day

           On the celebration of World Meteorological Day yesterday, General Assembly President Jan Kavan

     highlighted the connection between climate change and the control of greenhouse gases.  Together with this year’s theme, “Our Future Climate”, President Kavan called on the active participation of all Member States in “an international collaboration to manage the damaging emission of greenhouse gases, to find ways of reducing carbon dioxide and to develop and adopt renewable energy sources”.

           **Budget

           Finally, some budget news today.  The United States made a payment of more than $106 million to the

     peacekeeping budget.

           That’s all I have.  Serge?

           Questions and Answers

           Question:   Fred, how would you describe the relationship between the present Iraqi Government and the  Secretary-General after (inaudible) …on Friday?

           Spokesman:  Well, the Secretary-General doesn’t recognize governments.  Governments recognize

     governments.  He said in his comments this morning that he could understand some of the frustration that

     Vice-President Ramadan might have felt when he made some comments about the Secretary-General’s role in pulling  out UN staff.  I don’t think there is any resentment or bitterness in his attitude at all towards Iraq.  It’s rather understanding.

           Question:   What about Article 99?  The fact that the Secretary-General did not send a letter to the Security Council?

           Spokesman:      Article 99 gives the Secretary-General the option of calling to the attention of the Security Council a threat to international peace and security.  In this case, you had the Council already fully engaged in this threat.  So, I don’t think that Article 99 would be relevant.

           Question:   That’s the answer?

           Spokesman:  That’s the answer.

           Question:   Excuse me Fred, but the Secretary-General, I mean, doesn’t he believe that an invasion from a  number of countries of a sovereign State is not a threat to international peace and security?

           Spokesman:  This matter of whether or not to resort to military force was debated thoroughly in the Security Council for weeks.  It was not something that had to be brought to their attention.  The Secretary-General’s views…

           Question:   He has had the opportunity to raise it if wants to.  Why did he choose not to do so?

           Spokesman:  You don’t seem to be hearing me.

           Question:   No, I’m hearing you.

           Spokesman:  The Charter says he may call it to their attention.  If it already has their attention, there’s nothing for him to call to their attention.  His position on this matter of war and peace was very clearly laid out in the William and Mary speech and in The Hague statement.

           Question:   I understand that perfectly; but why did he decide to remain silent the day before the attack and in the Security Council and ever since regarding the invasion?

           Spokesman:  That matter was discussed in the Council.  He laid…

           Question:   You’re not responding to my question…

           Spokesman:  You’re not letting me speak.

           Question:   Well, why did he decide to remain silent?

           Spokesman:  First of all, he was not silent.  I’m trying to say within the parameters of his limits to take action;  he first made clear the matter of principle.  It’s not he who decides whether or not a country goes to war.  It is not he who should enter into a debate with Council members, publicly, when they’re divided.  He did take a public decision concerning the wording in the Charter  when it comes to military intervention.  He took a public position.  It was a controversial position, but he took it because he felt he needed to defend the Charter.  I don’t think you can say he was silent.  His voice was heard on the matter of principle.  But on the matter of whether to go to war or not, that was in the hands of governments. 

           Question:   Fred, this is not him; this is the Ambassador who is accusing the Secretary-General of not using Article 99.  There is an accusation from a member country, so that there must be an answer?

           Spokesman:  But I have given you the answer.  Article 99, when the Security Council is fully seized of an issue, does not have relevance.  Robert?

           Question:   Fred, the United States has asked other governments to expel Iraqi diplomats around the world.  Has there been any contact between the US Government and the United Nations on the status of the Iraqi mission.  And, can you comment on the report in the Washington Times that the Secretary-General has, as they put it, “quietly” ordered the closure of the Iraqi news agency office here?

           Spokesman:  First of all, I’d have to check this morning to see if we’ve had any contact with the State

     Department today.  As of Friday, we had not heard from them.  The standard procedure when the United States wants to expel a diplomat serving at the United Nations, or even a journalist, as was the case recently with the Iraqi news agency, is that they’re required to consult with the Legal Counsel.  And the Legal Counsel must challenge them that  they have, at the highest levels, reason to believe that this person’s activities are inconsistent with their role as a diplomat or a journalist.  Once the United States says “yes” at the highest levels of our Government we have this concern”, the United Nations options are exhausted.  So, that was the case with the representative of the Iraqi news agency; and we really had no further options.  They told us that, at the highest levels of the Government, they thought  that his activities were inconsistent with that of a journalist and represented a threat to US security.

           Question:   That was in the case of the journalist who left.  But the Washington Times says that the

     Secretary-General has ordered the office to close.  Is that correct?

           Spokesman:  I don’t really know what they’re talking about.  I mean, if a new journalist representing the Iraqi news agency were to get permission to come into the United States and were to come and ask for credentials, we’d give him credentials and we’d give him work space again.  Yeah?

           Question:   The Secretary-General made quite detailed recommendations about the oil-for-food programme.  He didn’t, as far as I know, say anything about the financial aspects.  Does he have a view which you could share with  us, about whether the oil-for-food programme should continues to finance Kuwaiti claims for compensation for the first Gulf war?

           Spokesman:  I don’t know that that was mentioned in the letter.  Let me consult the Legal Department and get an answer to you.  Off the top of my head, I don’t know.  [The issue of the Compensation Commission is not specifically addressed in the Secretary-General’s letter to the Council.  It is assumed that the Commission would contribute.]

           Question:   The Iraqi ambassador also accused the Secretary-General of receiving orders from some Member States and of presenting a private solution passed to him by the Americans and the Brits.  Is that true?

           Spokesman:  I can assure you that’s not true.  This initiative started within the task force headed by the

     Deputy Secretary-General.  Our immediate concern was keeping the oil-for-food programme running, and we started talking about the need for a new Security Council resolution to allow oil for food operating under conflict conditions. So, that was the United Nations initiative.  Yeah?

           Question:   You mentioned that 380,000 tons of food had passed through Turkey.  How long do you expect  that can last if the allied forces campaign or air campaign continues and no more food can be brought in or supplied in the near future?

           Spokesman:  I don’t know what the ratio is, but if we ask the World Food Programme we can get an answer for you.  So, if you check with me right after the briefing we’ll get an answer.

           [The Spokesman later announced that the World Food Programme warehouse stocks are very low and WFP is working on the assumption that families have six weeks’ worth of food at home.]

           Question:   Fred, I’m going to insist on this.  Just for the average viewer of anywhere in the world; how would you explain the contrast between the wording of the statement you’ve just made regarding Kashmir and whatever the  Secretary-General’s has said regarding what’s going on in Iraq?

           Spokesman:  The Secretary-General has…

           Question:   I mean, there’s such a contrast in the statement you’ve just made; and I am not trying to minimize  whatever is going on in Kashmir.  But for the average viewer, really, or the people just in the streets anywhere in the  world; it’s hard to understand how the peacemaker-in-chief has two different tones regarding two different conflicts.  How can you explain that?

           Spokesman:  Don’t fall into…

           Question:   I am not falling, I am just…

           Spokesman:  …the trap of turning the Secretary-General into some kind of a miracle worker and asking him to do something that’s not within his power to do.

           Question:   I think I’m just being…(inaudible)

           Spokesman:  He has said more on Iraq.  He has probably said a hundred times as many words on Iraq than  he has said on Kashmir.  They’re qualitatively two different issues, in that the Iraq issue has been debated in the  Security Council, has been a subject of intense policy differences at the highest levels of government and so, that is a different issue than Kashmir.  And, I think, despite that the Secretary-General has defended the Charter, has nudgedthe Council in the direction of unity of action for the sake of world order and international law, and in the end, the Council could not agree.  That is a disagreement of governments.  That’s not the fault of the Secretary-General.  Can  you imagine anything he might have said that could have changed that outcome?

           Question:   No, that’s not for me to say; that’s for him.  I am not making policy, I am just asking questions.

           Spokesman:  Well, you’re an editorialist, you can have an opinion.  Yes?

           Question:      Speaking about, we spoke to Ambassador Lavrov earlier and he said that he believed the

     Security Council is going to meet on Wednesday.  Is that correct?

           Spokesman:  We don’t have word yet when they’re going to meet.  I understand that the 661 committee,

     which met all day Saturday on this draft on oil-for-food is meeting again today.  And they still have brackets in the text that they’re discussing.  So, your information is probably better than mine.  But I have nothing to announce on when they’ll next meet.  Yes?

           Question:   Is there any particular significance of the $106 million contribution to the peacekeeping fund that  the US made?

           Spokesman:  In addition to payments in full to the regular budget, which we always announce, large amounts given to the peacekeeping budget, we also announce.  I forget right now what the…but we have a cut-off, everything  over X-million that’s given to peacekeeping we usually give you a heads-up.  [Everything over $5 million is announced.]

           Question:   So, I mean is there any significance in the timing of the US in particular, giving this amount of money at this time?

           Spokesman:  Not that I am aware of.  It’s probably just a matter of how their budget works and when monies  that had been authorized became appropriated and payable.  But, you’d have to ask the Americans why this payment came in today.  Serge? 

           Question:   Fred, some sort of controversy about the Geneva Convention?  Who is the depository of this

     convention?  Is it the Swiss or is it the United Nations?

           Spokesman:  Oh, now we’re going to have to go to the lawyers and ask them.  I am afraid I don’t know that.  I’ll find out for you and tell you right after the briefing.  [The Swiss Foreign Ministry is the depository.]

           Thank you very much

                                                 * *** *
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