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What shall it profit a grower

It's hard, at first glance, to link the tomatoes, peppers and strawberries you eat with the high-flying high ozone layer. Even harder to connect a game of golf with the thin gassy shield 50 kilometres above our heads that protects all life on Earth from damaging levels of ultraviolet sunlight. However, for governments meeting today in Montreal, the crucial link between agriculture and the global effort to repair the ozone layer is the major issue on everyone's mind.

At the heart of the discussions will be a pesticide, methyl bromide, used to fumigate the soil by vegetable and fruit growers, tobacco farmers and producers of grass for golf courses. The debate is about how much of this ozone-damaging substance should be approved for continued use in developed countries beyond 2005. This was the date when methyl bromide was due to be completely phased out. But some farmers, notably in Australia, Europe and the United States, are worried that for certain crops, the ozone-friendly alternatives are currently inadequate, unavailable or too costly. The farmers, ranging from strawberry growers to pepper farmers, are asking for more time, and their governments are seeking so-called Critical Use Exemptions to ease the path to total phase-out.

The levels of exemptions being sought are somewhere around 12,000 tonnes of methyl bromide, amounting to more than a third of the total annual amount of the pesticide that was in use in 1991 when the phase-out began. That is why the world's eyes, including those of the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP), are on Montreal, the city where the Montreal Protocol to protect the ozone layer was negotiated in 1987.

The protocol was a response to the discovery of ozone holes over the poles, their occurrence linked to human-made chemicals, and it has been a great environmental success story; 185 countries have introduced laws to save the Earth's protective shield. This effort has involved not only the co-operation of governments but industry and the public in phasing out ozone-depleting chemicals.

Developed countries have, with the exception of small-scale specialist uses, already phased out chloroflurocarbons (CFCs), which once were common in everything from hairsprays to cans of furniture polish. The chemicals industry initially said that switching to alternative substances would be economically crippling, but it rose to the challenge and developed ozone-friendly products.

Developing countries are implementing their phase-outs according to agreed targets and timetables with assistance from a financial mechanism, the Multilateral Fund. Established in 1990, the fund has spent more than $1-billion (U.S.) helping poorer countries switch from production and use of ozone-damaging chemicals.

The result of all this effort? In 1986, the worldwide consumption of CFCs was about 1.1 million tonnes. By the end of the 1990s, this had come down to about 146,000 tonnes. Without this action, CFC consumption could have reached about eight million tonnes in 2060 -- resulting in a loss of as much as 70 per cent of stratospheric ozone and an increase of as much as 50 per cent in ultraviolet light hitting Earth.

The health consequences would have been horrendous. By 2050, we might have had as many as 19 million more cases of non-melanoma cancer, 1.5 million of melanoma cancer and 130 million more cataract cases. Instead, we're now on target for the ozone layer to recover by the middle of the century.

Governments have approved a few so-called essential-use exemptions for CFCs -- many asthmatics' inhalers still utilize them. But no one suggests that these exemptions have undermined the protocol. Indeed, the quantities allowed will have been reduced from 15,000 tonnes in 1996 to about 4,000 tonnes in 2004.

For methyl bromide, alternatives are being developed and used by farmers across the world, ranging from environmentally friendly treatments to the steam sterilization of soils. Meanwhile, we expect governments will adopt a similar stance with respect to Critical Use Exemptions of methyl bromide so that any exemptions are approved only under the strict understanding that tight time limits and timetables go hand-in-hand -- in other words, that the decisions taken in Montreal put us on a firm trajectory toward a declining level of this ozone-depleting substance.

Maintaining the integrity of the Montreal Protocol is paramount. Otherwise, the world community is left with a job unfinished. This could have consequences beyond the ozone layer, including all our plans for sustainable development. If we stall on methyl bromide, we send a signal that our other aspirations -- such as delivering safe water to 1.1 billion people, reversing the rate of loss of wildlife and reducing the threats of global warming -- can also be put on hold.

Klaus Toepfer is executive director of the United Nations Environment Program.
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AFP

Twelve countries seek exemption to ozone-depleting chemical ban
	


MONTREAL (AFP) Mar 24, 2004
The United States, Japan, Canada, France and eight other rich countries asked a UN environmental body Tuesday for permission to extend use of a toxic pesticide that damages Earth's ozone layer.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

IHT

Global efforts to repair ozone layer are in jeopardy       

Margot Wallstrom                                      

Wednesday, March 24, 2004                                  

   The methyl bromide ban                                      

   BRUSSELS An international meeting in Montreal this week must succeed in putting back on track global efforts to repair the world's protective ozone layer. At stake is our future safety from the sun's dangerous ultraviolet radiation, which causes skin cancer, reduces human immunity to disease and destroys plants and sea plankton.            

   A previous conference, in Nairobi last November, collapsed over the high exemptions that industrialized countries, in  particular the United States, requested to a ban on methyl bromide, a highly ozone-depleting pesticide. Developing countries threatened to put on hold all their efforts to phase out methyl bromide unless industrialized countries show more commitment to the ban, which is due to be imposed in 2005.                                                    

   The ban on methyl bromide production and importation was agreed in 1995 under the Montreal Protocol, a 1987 treaty that is aimed at eliminating all substances that harm the ozone layer. It is the most successful environmental treaty to date and a good example of EU-U.S. cooperation.          

   The meeting this week in Montreal, the protocol's birthplace, is the opportunity for the United States and    

   the other industrialized countries to show global environmental citizenship by minimizing their requests for  

   exemptions. With this move, they would shoulder their share of the responsibility for the well-being of current and future generations.                                         

   The conference has been dubbed a "make or break" meeting, but in reality we cannot afford to "break." The scientific  consensus is that only full compliance with the Montreal Protocol will allow the ozone layer to regain its full protective power.                                           

   Methyl bromide has been used for many years to kill pests in soil and food processing facilities. It must be applied  by licensed operators under strict safety conditions because it is toxic and causes cancer. The requested  exemptions are mainly for its use to grow strawberries and tomatoes, and in mills. For the vast majority of uses,  there are alternatives which are neither expensive nor less effective.                                                  

   The damaging effect of methyl bromide on the earth's protective ozone layer became known in the early 1990s, prompting the parties to the Montreal Protocol to agree on  a phase-out schedule and a production and import ban to come into effect in 2005 in industrialized countries.   Exemptions to the ban are to be granted by the 183 parties  themselves, acting in agreement, in a very limited number of cases where there are no feasible alternatives.          

   Seventeen countries, however, including eight EU member states, have put forward applications for as much as 14,000  tons to be produced and imported in 2005. The United States alone has requested 9,500 tons - more than the 7,500 tons of methyl bromide that it currently produces and imports annually, and more than the amount used annually in all 126 developing countries combined.                              

   On the other hand, 80 countries that familiarized their  farmers and mill owners with alternatives early on hardly  use methyl bromide now. They include the Netherlands,  Denmark, Germany and Japan, but also developing countries such as Brazil, Costa Rica and Argentina.                   

   We have known for 10 years that methyl bromide would be banned starting in 2005. This week in Montreal we need to find a pragmatic solution that shows respect for the ban  and is environmentally acceptable.                          

   Under the Montreal Protocol, we have managed to eliminate most of the ozone-destroying chlorofluorocarbons, which were once used in refrigerators and aerosols. Now we have to finish the job by getting rid of the remaining  ozone-depleting substances.                                 

   Margot Wallstrom is the European commissioner for the environment.                                                

 ________________________________________________________________________________________

Scripps Howard News Service

U.S. seeks to boost production of toxic pesticide

By JOAN LOWY

Scripps Howard News Service

March 24, 2004

- The United States sought permission Wednesday to increase its use of a pesticide that erodes the earth's ozone layer and is toxic to humans. The request came during international talks in Montreal.

The United States is one of 12 developed nations - including France, Canada and Japan - that have asked to be exempt from a global ban of the pesticide methyl bromide, set to begin Jan. 1, 2005.

The Bush administration says the United States needs to increase, rather than decrease, methyl bromide production during the next two years because some users - particularly California strawberry farmers and Florida tomato growers - have been unable to find cost-effective alternatives.

In 1987, some 180 countries signed the treaty known as the Montreal Protocol to phase out chlorofluorocarbons, called CFCs, and other ozone-depleting chemicals, including methyl bromide.

The protocol allows governments to apply for exemptions to produce methyl bromide beyond the phase-out date if there are no technically or economically feasible alternatives.

Claudia McMurray, deputy assistant secretary of state for the environment, said the United States "has been the leader in this protocol," achieving or exceeding methyl bromide reduction goals for much of the past decade.

"We're really hitting what I call a bump in the road - a patch where we can't find the alternatives and bring them on fast enough," McMurray said.

Part of the problem is EPA's "slow process" for approving pesticides, McMurray said. Also, some alternative pesticides "might be good for the ozone," but they pose other environmental problems such as groundwater

contamination, she said.

Environmentalists, however, accused the administration of putting politics ahead of public health. Repeated exposure to methyl bromide can lead to cancer. And deterioration of the ozone layer, the part of atmosphere that protects the Earth from ultraviolet radiation, leads to other health problems.

"This is a very clear-cut case of unmitigated corporate greed," said Jon Coifman, a spokesman for the Natural Resources Defense Council. "This is not one of those environmental issues where you are looking hard at a deep trade off. ... There are large stockpiles (of methyl bromide in the U.S.) and good, viable alternatives."

While other countries also are seeking exemptions, the United States is seeking a larger exemption than all the other countries combined, environmentalists said.

Human activity during the last 150 years has increased atmospheric levels of methyl bromide by 50 percent, according to a study published in the Journal of Geophysical Research this week.

The treaty is credited with slowing the rate of destruction of the ozone layer and most scientists expect recovery to start within the decade.  Scientists have calculated that implementation of the treaty will result in

20 million fewer cases of skin cancer through 2050, especially among fair-skinned people in Northern latitudes.

Exposure to ultra violet rays also has been shown to cause eye cataracts, weakened immune systems, reduced plant yields and damage to ocean ecosystems.

The United States has cut use of methyl bromide to 30 percent of 1991 levels, but the administration wants to increase use to 35 percent of those 1991 levels during the next two years and to an unspecified amount after

that. The administration initially proposed increasing use to 39 percent of previous levels, but lowered their request to 35 percent this week.

The Department of Agriculture has spent $146 million during the past decade on research to develop alternatives to the pesticide, exemption supporters noted. However, USDA documents indicate the administration has devoted a share of that money during the past two years to support lobbying for

exemptions, rather than research on alternatives.
_______________________________________________________________________________________                                                             

Cox News Service

EPA trying to delay phaseout of ozone-destroying chemical                                      

  By JEFF NESMITH                                                                                

  WASHINGTON -- Under pressure from fruit and vegetable farmers, the Bush administration will    

  try Wednesday to postpone the global phaseout of a chemical that has been shown to destroy     

  ozone.                                                                                         

  U.S. representatives will take their appeal for more time for the chemical, methyl bromide,    

  before an "extraordinary" meeting of countries that signed the Montreal Protocol.              

  Methyl bromide is used primarily to fumigate farm soil in order to kill insects, weeds and     

  organisms that cause some plant diseases. Lesser amounts are used to fumigate flour milling    

  facilities and to eliminate insects from exported products.                                    

  It was identified in the 1990s as a threat to the ozone layer, which protects Earth's surface  

  from lethal ultraviolet radiation, and added to the list of substances that were to be         

  discontinued under the Montreal treaty.                                                        

  Countries signing the protocol agreed to freeze usage of the chemical at 1991 levels in 1995.  

  After that, annual use was to be reduced by 25 percent of 1991 levels in 1999, another 25      

  percent in 2001 and 20 percent in 2003, leaving 30 percent to be finally discontinued next     

  year.                                                                                          

  But led by strawberry and tomato growers in Florida and California, growers in several states  

  have petitioned EPA to grant them "critical use exemptions" for the 2005 growing season.       

  The California Farm Bureau Federation lobbied last year for a bill, introduced by Rep. George  

  Radanovich of Fresno, to require EPA to allow continued use of the chemical on California      

  farms.                                                                                         

  EPA documents show that the Georgia Fruit and Vegetable Growers Association petitioned for     

  exemptions allowing pre-treatment of soil in which farmers grow squash, tomatoes, cucumbers,   

  cantaloupes, eggplants, peppers and strawberries.                                              

  Environmental organizations and farm labor groups have opposed the exemptions.                 

  EPA says between 50 and 90 percent of the methyl bromide used to fumigate soil eventually      

  finds its way into the atmosphere. The chemical has also showed up in water wells and church   

  basements.                                                                                     

  David Doniger, a lawyer with the Natural Resources Defense Council and a former Environmental  

  Protection Agency official, said EPA has asked that the final 30 percent reduction required by 

  the Montreal Protocol -- representing about 22 million pounds -- be suspended.                 

  In fact, Doniger said, U.S. representatives to a meeting of protocol signers last year asked   

  to be allowed to approve increased use of methyl bromide in 2005.                              

  Other signers refused, leading to a U.S. request for an "extraordinary" meeting of protocol    

  signers in Montreal on Wednesday.                                                              

  Doniger said said other countries have balked at proposed "critical use exemptions" so large   

  they would actually cause use of the chemical to increase.                                     

  EPA has licensed substitutes for methyl bromide.                                               

  "However, they don't kill the weeds," Doniger said. "They just kill insects and diseases, and  

  the growers don't want to have to hire somebody to pull the weeds."                            

  Charles Hall, executive director of the Georgia Fruit and Vegetable Growers Association, said  

  weed control was the chief reason for his group's request for an exemption. A tough,           

  nutrient-robbing weed known as nut sedge can be killed by almost nothing else, he said.        

  EPA officials did not respond Tuesday to questions about the agency's decision to seek a       

  reversal of the phaseout.                                                                      

  Other grower groups also did not respond. A spokeswoman for the Florida Tomato Committee in    

  Orlando said the group's manager, Reginald L. Brown, "is in Montreal this week" and not        

  available.                                                                                     

  Jeff Nesmith is a Washington correspondent for Cox Newspapers.                                 

_________________________________________________________________________________________        

BBC

China reforms 'creating losers' 
By Louisa Lim 
BBC, Beijing 


China's economic reforms have created new forms of poverty and are harming the environment, according to a wide-ranging United Nations report. 
Its says workers laid off by the state, unemployed migrant workers, women, children, the elderly and the disabled are being adversely affected. 

Rapid industrialisation is also leading to the pollution of rivers and lakes. 

The report suggests the lifting of controls on migration inside China and more sustainable development. 

Most rural Chinese, it says, will never be able to earn a living on the small plots of land they now farm and need to be freed to move from the countryside to the cities. 

On the environmental front, the report calls for green non-governmental organisations to be allowed more political space. 

The UN also expresses concern about the government's progress in tackling HIV-Aids, saying political commitment might not be trickling down to provincial levels. 

Despite these reservations, the report card is largely positive, with the UN saying there has been real progress in poverty alleviation and China is on track to meet many of the targets known as the Millennium Development Goals. 

__________________________________________________________________________________ 

REGIONAL OFFICE FOR AFRICA (ROA) UPDATE

23 March 2004
General environment news

Obasanjo Raises Alarm Over Drying Lake Chad

This Day (Lagos): President Olusegun Obasanjo yesterday warned that unless drastic actions are taken to save the Lake Chad Basin, which is fast drying up due to drought and desertification, the over $530.4 million (about N75, 316.8 billion) investment in the basin would be lost. He spoke at the inauguration of the Regional Parliamentary Committee on the resuscitation of the Lake Chad Basin, which took place at the ECOWAS Parliament Chambers, Abuja. The president said it was an indisputable fact that the Chad basin was endangered, and that if nothing serious was done about it, it would be wiped out of the world map and occasion a loss not only to Africa but also to the entire world. " We have the solutions. If we put our minds, our hearts into it and if we put our heads together with our internal resources, also with the help of our development partners, we can make Lake Chad a permanent feature of the African landscape", he said. Obasanjo said if allowed to perish, the basin will have devastating effect on the socio-economic life of the region, in addition to occasioning huge loses in all the multimillion-dollar investments already committed to the region. He identified absence of or low budgetary provisions of member countries as a threat to the attainment of the collective goal of saving the Chad basin. 

http://allafrica.com/stories/200403240323.html
Angola calls for GMO legislation

Luanda, Angola (PANA) - Angola's National Codex Alimentarius Committee called this week for the development and adoption of mechanisms for the production, marketing, movement and use of genetically modified products in the country. The proposal follows last week's approval by the Luanda government of a draft decree aimed at banning any entry of genetically modified seeds or grain in Angola and regulating the import of such products. In that respect, the Committee plans to cooperate with various institutions, including the Phytogenetic Resource Centre, the customs department and the country's scientific laboratories. Codex Committee chairman said that genetically modified products should be controlled using scientific criteria and by banning the setting up of genetic engineering laboratories in the country. Meanwhile, grain from food aid should be ground before distribution, so as to avoid contaminating local varieties with genetically modified organisms (GMOs), Cardoso added. He called for strict observance of the precautionary principle provided for in the Carthagena Protocol on the introduction, liberalization and use of genetically modified products, as well as the recommendations of the Southern African Development Community (SADC) on biotechnology and biodiversity. Angola's Codex Committee was set up in 2003 to develop food standards and update the country's legislation on food products.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng035452&dte=24/03/2004
Mauritian parliament adopts bill on GMOs

Port-Louis, Mauritius (PANA) - The Mauritian Parliament has adopted a bill providing for better control of the production and sale of Genetically Modified Organisms (GMOs) on the island, a parliamentary source has said. The bill was adopted Tuesday night by 58 votes for, 10 against and 2 abstentions. Addressing the MPs, Prime Minister Paul Berenger indicated that the production of GMOs on the island increases by 10 percent yearly, and added that there was "no evidence of adverse effects on people's health." Berenger recalled the absence of legislation on the island to control the import, production and sale of GMOs, prompting the passage of the bill. "Certain (GMO) products are already on sale in the superstores," he noted, pointing out that the bill was not aimed at promoting GMOs, but ensuring that the import, sale or production of GMOs was done with authorization. "The few countries that have passed laws regulating the use and production of GMOs have actually suffered strong pressure from the US," he intimated. According to Armance, GMOs are not profitable to consumers, "but rather to the US multinational firms that will have a monopoly over the production of seeds and herbicides."

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng035454&dte=24/03/2004
2004 environmental journalism awards launched

Nairobi, Kenya (PANA)- Reuters Foundation and the International Union of Conservation and Nature (IUCN) have launched the 2004 Environmental Media Awards, a world-wide competition aimed at raising global awareness of environmental and sustainable development issues, by encouraging excellence in environmental reporting. Since the launch of the Awards in 1998, 32 reporters have been recognized for outstanding environmental journalism by the Global Master Jury chaired by Her Majesty, Queen Noor of Jordan, who is the IUCN's patron. Competing and award-winning journalists have come from countries as diverse as Bolivia, Brazil, Burkina Faso, Canada, China, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Egypt, El Salvador, Germany, Britain, Kenya, Macedonia, Nigeria, Pakistan, Philippines, Qatar, Russia, South Africa, Togo, USA and Zimbabwe. "Through this competition, we are looking for examples of high- quality, investigative and inspired reporting that helps both decision-makers and the public assume their responsibility for protecting social equity, human rights and the environment," Queen Noor said in a communiqué Wednesday. The global winner will receive a cash prize of US$5,000. http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng035453&dte=24/03/2004
Forest Destruction Puts Millions At Risk

The East African Standard (Nairobi): The lives of over one million people who depend on the Mara River are at risk following destruction of the vast Mau catchment area. Narok District Commissioner John Egesa said if the destruction was not stopped tourism activities in the Maasai Mara Game Reserve would be killed. He said the destruction of forests and catchment areas was of grave concern and vowed that the government was going to do all it could to stem it. "The government is concerned about the wanton destruction of the Mara River Basin. Over one million lives are threatened and so is the survival of the Mara/Serengeti ecosystem," he said. "The government must step in to protect the forests," he said. He was speaking in Mulot area during the World Water Day celebrations.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200403240193.html
_________________________________________________________________________________

ROE MEDIA UPDATE

UNEP or UN in the News

FT, 24 March: “Stock exchanges join UN social forum”

The United Nations has inaugurated the first ever meeting of corporate social responsibility (CSR) experts and national stock exchanges. The move is part of a push to convince companies that social and environmental strategies are central to managing risk.

The first meeting, which took place last week, was not publicised because of sensitivities at some exchanges about discussing an area not traditionally viewed as within their remit. Officials said the meeting was exploratory.

But the UN said the attendance - which included heads and senior officials from Nasdaq and Deutsche Börse, and São Paulo, Istanbul, Jakarta, Shanghai, Canada and Italy - was evidence of rising interest in CSR as an important risk management tool.

http://search.ft.com/search/article.html?id=040324001106&query=Stock+exchanges+join+UN+social+forum&vsc_appId=totalSearch&state=Form
Environment related news

Libération, 24 mars : «Nous ne nous contentons pas de vendre du café»

Pionnier du mouvement français du commerce équitable, Artisans du monde fête ses 30 ans. Et prouve ainsi le caractère durable de l'économie solidaire mise en oeuvre par ce réseau associatif fondé en 1974. La fédération explore une piste très concrète d'altermondialisation : elle garantit à de petits producteurs du Sud la commercialisation de leurs produits à des prix plus rémunérateurs que les cours mondiaux et des conditions de paiement qui leur évitent de devoir brader leurs produits ou recourir à des prêts usuriers. Le prix «équitable» inclut le coût environnemental et social, et assure au producteur un niveau de vie décent mais aussi une possibilité d'investissement(…..)

La Fédération internationale de commerce équitable (Ifat) a lancé en janvier la marque FTO (Fair Trade Organisation) qui sera applicable non pas aux produits mais aux organisations. L'obtiendront celles qui auront accepté des contrôles croisés et indépendants garantissant que toutes les dimensions du commerce équitable sont respectées.

http://www.liberation.fr/page.php?Article=188612
__________________________________________________________________________________________Rowa Media Update

Bahrain

Marine protection seminar

A SEMINAR on protecting marine life in the GCC will be held at Crowne Plaza from tomorrow until Wednesday.

It is being held under the patronage of Public Commission for the Protection of Marine Resources, Environment and Wildlife president Shaikh Abdulla bin Hamad Al Khalifa.

The event is organised by the public commission in co-operation with the GCC General Secretariat. 

http://www.gulf-daily-news.com/arc_Articles.asp?Article=77188&Sn=BNEW&IssueID=27001
Jordan

World Water Day marked 

The Ministry of Water and Irrigation marked World Water Day with a celebration dedicated to spreading awareness of the crucial need for water conservation in a water-starved country like Jordan. 

Speeches, a seminar, songs and a students' art exhibition were lined up throughout the day's celebration — organised by the ministry, environment protection organisations and the International Hydrological programme in Jordan — as officials and nongovernmental organisations came together to stress the importance of conserving this precious resource. 

“By 2035 water resources in the Arab world will diminish by 170 billion cubic metres, so we need to think of long-term strategic plans to preserve our water,” Minister of Water and Irrigation and Minister of Agriculture Hazem Nasser told the audience attending the event. 

http://www.jordantimes.com/tue/homenews/homenews5.htm
Yemen

Projects are being done in Amran

Currently, 72 projects are being worked on  in Amran within the frame of the 2003 investment program. The province of Sana’a got  during the last year a number of rural water projects in different districts. So far, about 120 water projects have been accomplished including well digging, tank building, and pumping unit constructions, said Eng. Abdul Hakim Al-Ramah, general manager of the General Authority for Rural Water, Amran branch.

He said the total cost mounts to YR 737 million. he added that the department is exerting a lot of efforts to supervise and construct rural water projects which will be distributed justly according to the needs of the districts. He indicated the support of the leadership of the governorate and the main office of the Rural Water Authority

http://www.yobserver.com/news/article_334.html
Qatar
Seminar stresses need to preserve water resources

seminar organised by Pravasi Doothan, a Malayalam magazine, on Monday evening. The event was organised to coincide with the World Water Day celebrations. 
Speakers called upon members of all communities to monitor and control the use of water in the face of an emerging water crisis worldwide. 
In his address, president-elect of the Indian Cultural Centre, K C Varghese, pointed out that water shortage at the international level could cause untold miseries, if no efforts were made to preserve the limited resources at the disposal of humankind. 
The United Nations General Assembly designated March 22 as the World Day for Water by adopting a resolution in 1992. The theme for 2004 is ‘Water and disasters, be informed, be prepared.’  

Later, P N Baburajan, secretary of the expatriate organisation Sanskriti, observed that the preservation of water resources was a global responsibility with the developing countries having to shoulder more. 

K P Noorudheen, president of the Centre for Information and Guidance India (CIGI)- Qatar chapter said the World Water Day held more importance to people in this region due to the excessive dependence on the limited water resources.

http://www.gulf-times.com/
__________________________________________________________________________________________
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W E D N E S D A Y    H I G H L I G H T S
*
‘Shocked and outraged,’ Annan condemns killing of two UN police in Kosovo

*
Security Council hails dispatch of UN teams to help with political transition in Iraq

*
Annan urges restraint as parties in Côte d’Ivoire prepare mass demonstrations

*
Top UN human rights body condemns assassination of Hamas leader

*
Speakers in Security Council denounce Israel’s killing of Sheikh Yassin

*
Cyprus talks tops agenda of Annan’s trip to Europe

*
Annan recommends UN mission stay another year in Afghanistan

*
Colombia: Annan expresses dismay as human rights abuses continue

*
UN official says Haiti requires long-term global commitment for stability to take root

*
Annan proposes keeping residual UN force in Sierra Leone until end of 2005 

*
Aide says Annan to urge coordinated approach in helping to stabilize West Africa

*
TB treatment campaign shows accelerated growth worldwide – UN health report

*
Poor countries can do more to stem effects of ‘brain drain,’ experts at UN say

*
UN and partners launch plan to bring wireless Internet to developing world

*
Urgent action needed to counter nutrition deficiencies in developing world – UN

* * * *

Kosovo

24 March – Voicing shock and outrage, Secretary-General Kofi Annan today condemned “in the strongest possible terms” the killing of two United Nations police officers in Kosovo, coming less than a week after the worst ethnic clashes since the world body took over administration of the province nearly five years ago.

“The current violence and instability in Kosovo cannot be tolerated,” Mr. Annan said in a statement released in New York on the “inexcusable” shooting of the two officers, one from Ghana and one from Kosovo itself, while they were carrying out routine work in a marked car near Podujevo, in the Pristina region. A UN language assistant who was also shot is in serious but stable condition.

Speaking in Pristina, the Kosovo capital, Stefan Feller, Police Commissioner for the UN Interim Administration Mission in Kosovo (UNMIK), said he did not wish to link the shooting with last week’s riots, which killed 28 people, injured hundreds, displaced over 4,000 more and destroyed 30 religious sites, mostly churches, and more than 300 homes.

“But I must mention that an effort by certain groups of people to perpetrate public disorder in the last few days has contributed to promote an environment that potentially encourages criminal activities,” Mr. Feller added.

He said the attackers fled the scene by seizing two passing cars after the police returned fire and reinforcements rushed to the area to give chase. One suspect was hit by police fire and the body of a man with fatal gunshot wounds was later recovered in a nearby village.

“Let the death of these police officers be a wake-up call for people everywhere in Kosovo,” he warned. “Each one of us must play a part in rooting out violence by identifying the perpetrators to the police and helping to bring them to justice.”

In his statement, Mr. Annan called on all inhabitants of Kosovo to cooperate with UNMIK and the international security force KFOR to support the police investigation, so that those responsible will be brought to justice. The top UN envoy in Kosovo, Harri Holkeri, today reiterated UNMIK’s full commitment to the establishment of “a multiethnic, tolerant, democratic society in a stable Kosovo.” 

The shooting came on the eve of the fifth anniversary of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization’s (NATO) intervention that forced the withdrawal of Yugoslav troops from the province following fierce ethnic fighting and led to the UN taking over its administration in June 1999.

* * *

Iraq

24 March – Ahead of the planned transfer of sovereignty to an interim Iraqi government on 30 June, the Security Council today strongly supported Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s decision to send United Nations experts to Iraq to help with the handover of power and future elections.

“The Security Council calls on all parties in Iraq to cooperate fully with these United Nations teams, and welcomes the security and other support provided to them by the Iraqi Governing Council and the CPA [Coalition Provisional Authority,” the current Council President, Ambassador Jean-Marc de La Sablière of France, said in a statement delivered at an open meeting.

The Secretary-General’s Special Adviser, Lakhdar Brahimi and his aides, along with an electoral assistance team, will head to Iraq “as soon as possible,” according to the statement.

They will assist the Iraqi people in the formation of an interim Iraqi Government to receive sovereignty on 30 June while supporting preparations for direct elections “to be held before the end of January 2005,” the President said.

Mr. Annan’s decision to return the UN to Iraq came after an exchange of letters last week with the Iraqi Governing Council in which the interim President of that body, Mohammed Bahr Al-Uloom, wrote of its continuing belief that the world body must play an important role in Iraq.

The Secretary-General also received a similar letter from the Administrator of the United States-led CPA, L. Paul Bremer, expressing the belief that the UN has a significant role to play in assisting Iraq. Both letters voiced hope that the UN would return to the country as soon as possible.

* * *

Côte d’Ivoire

24 March – On the eve of massive demonstrations planned by opposing sides in Côte d’Ivoire, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today appealed to all Ivorian parties to exercise utmost restraint, reduce tensions and avoid exacerbating the situation in the West African country.

Through a statement read by his spokesman in New York as rivals geared up for events tomorrow in Abidjan, the main commercial centre, Mr. Annan also appealed to the leaders of all the Ivorian political parties to show statesmanship and engage in constructive consultations, as recently promised by President Laurent Gbagbo, so as to move forward with implementing the letter and spirit of the January 2003 peace pact, the Linas-Marcoussis Agreement.

Peacekeeping troops from France and the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) are currently stationed in Côte d’Ivoire. 

The UN Security Council has approved a full peacekeeping mission for Côte d’Ivoire, starting next month. It will replace the small UN mission (MINUCI) currently in place, along with an ECOWAS force (ECOMICI), which will be folded into the UN Operation in Côte d’Ivoire (UNOCI). 

In the same resolution, the Council separately authorized the French forces to use “all necessary means” in order to support UNOCI, particularly in the area of providing security.

* * * 

Middle East

24 March – The top United Nations human rights body today strongly condemned the continuing grave violations of human rights in the occupied Palestinian territory, particularly the assassination of Hamas leader Sheikh Ahmed Yassin earlier this week.

The Geneva-based Commission on Human Rights voiced its condemnation in a resolution adopted by a roll-call vote of 31 in favour, two against – Australia and United States – and 18 abstentions after a special sitting to discuss the situation resulting from Monday’s killing of Sheikh Yassin by Israel.

The resolution also noted with grave concern the implications of such targeted assassinations, liquidation and murder of political leadership by the Israeli occupation forces on the overall situation in the occupied Palestinian territory, particularly the possibility of a fresh wave of violence.

The Commission called on Israel to accord fullest respect to the principles of international humanitarian law and to desist from all forms of violation of human rights in the occupied Palestinian territory.

Yaacov Levy of Israel said the 53-member Commission had become accustomed to Israel-bashing, and today the forum had clearly reached its nadir by lending a hand and moral standing to terrorism, the most despicable of all evils. One saw a prominent UN organ manipulated, not for the first time, and heading toward the establishment of a precedent of lending support to acts of terrorism instead of condemning them unequivocally.

Nabil Ramlawy of Palestine said the Commission had often adopted resolutions requiring Israel to put an end to its violation of rights in the occupied Arab territories and to put an end to their operations of liquidation, assassination and extra-judiciary executions, crimes which violated the right to life, and yet the Government of Israel ignored them. The UN as a whole should take a stand on these flagrant violations and call upon Israel to respect the resolutions.

* * *

Middle East

23 March – Condemning Israel’s assassination on Monday of Hamas leader Sheikh Ahmed Yassin in Gaza, numerous speakers addressing an open meeting of the Security Council this evening called on the 15-member body to take decisive action in response.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The ensuing discussion saw the participation of some 40 representatives, including the Chairman of the UN Committee on the Exercise of the Inalienable Rights of the Palestinian People, Paul Badji, who said that the Israeli assassination had exacerbated an already volatile situation. The Committee condemned extrajudicial executions, deadly attacks against innocent Palestinians, and all actions that poisoned the political climate while hampering peace efforts, he added, calling on Israel to immediately put an end to the suffering of the Palestinian people and return their land.

The Observer for the League of Arab States, Yahya Mahmassani, joined others in strongly condemning the assassination of Sheikh Yassin. He said there was no justification for the daily crimes committed by the occupation forces against the Palestinian people and questioned how the Council could remain silent in the face of such crimes. He called on the Council to adopt a decisive position obliging Israel to end the occupation and resume negotiations leading to a just and lasting peace.

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

* * *

Secretary-General

24 March – Resolving the Cyprus problem will top the agenda as United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan travels to Europe and North Africa this weekend for a two-week, four-nation visit.

The Secretary-General will head first to the village of Bürgenstock, near Lucerne, Switzerland, where the latest stage of negotiations on his plan to reunify Cyprus before its entry into the European Union on 1 May got under way today.

According to a UN spokesman, the Greek and Turkish Foreign Ministers have joined the Turkish Cypriot and Greek Cypriot delegations in Bürgenstock, with the Secretary-General’s Special Adviser, Alvaro de Soto, scheduled to meet each of the four by the end of today.

Speaking in Bürgenstock, Mr. de Soto told reporters that discussions between the parties had already been held either in bilateral meetings or with him shuttling between the two sides, and that work continued in Cyprus to finalize agreement on technical issues.

“We are coming to the point, we hope, of convergence,” he said. “The Cypriots have never, in the past three years, been so close to actually coming to a settlement and we hope that they will also take advantage of this opportunity.”

Starting 19 February the Turkish Cypriot leader, Rauf Denktash, and the Greek Cypriot leader, Tassos Papadopoulos, met in Cyprus for face-to-face talks in a bid to reach agreement on modifications to the Secretary-General’s plan, which would then be submitted to separate referenda on 20 April for approval by the Greek Cypriots and the Turkish Cypriots.

After the talks stalled, Mr. Annan invited Greece and Turkey last week to lend a hand in Bürgenstock. The two countries’ Prime Ministers are expected to join the discussions on Sunday. Should this last push fail to resolve disagreements, Mr. Annan would then step in to use his discretion to complete the plan, which would ultimately create a federation of two constituent states – a Greek Cypriot state and the Turkish Cypriot state – and contains some suggestions for security arrangements between Greece and Turkey.

After taking part in the Cyprus talks, the Secretary-General will go to Tunis to attend and address the meeting of the League of Arab States. Afterwards, Mr. Annan is scheduled to travel to Vienna for the semi-annual meeting of the Chief Executives Board (CEB), which brings together the heads of UN specialized agencies, funds and programmes.

From Vienna the Secretary-General will go to Moscow for an official visit, meeting with President Vladimir Putin, Prime Minister Mikhail Fradkov, Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov and other officials.

Mr. Annan will return to Switzerland to address the Commission on Human Rights in Geneva, and is expected back in New York before Easter, his spokesman said.

* * *
Afghanistan

24 March – Peace and security remain elusive for many Afghans, especially in rural areas, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan says as he calls for another 12-month extension to the UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA).

In a report to the Security Council released today, Mr. Annan says “much remains to be done” outside Afghanistan’s cities and it cannot be claimed that there is “one successful social or economic project in every district.”

“Many Afghans still feel that the peace is not irreversible and act accordingly,” he says. The report comes as voter registration continues across Afghanistan and preparations are under way for an international conference, to be held in Berlin next week, on the future of the country.

Mr. Annan identifies several issues as crucial: extending the effective authority of the central government across the whole country; jointly deploying Afghan and international security forces more widely; and disarming, demobilizing and reintegrating local militia.

But he says many advances have been made in Afghanistan since the fall of the Taliban in late 2001, including the successful running of the Constitutional Loya Jirga at the end of last year.

“The fact that the very serious differences that emerged during the Constitutional Loya Jirga were managed, and compromise and consensus reached, is testimony to a new will to engage in the democratic process,” he writes.

Introducing the report to the Security Council, Assistant Secretary-General for Peacekeeping Operations Hédi Annabi said the holding of free and fair presidential and parliamentary elections – scheduled for later this year – presents an enormously complex challenge for UNAMA and the Afghanistan Government.

So far voter registration has been restricted to the country’s eight biggest cities, but in May it moves to rural areas, with 4,200 registration sites across the country to be established for the month. Some areas remain unsafe, and will have to be secured by international or Afghan forces, Mr. Annabi told an open briefing of the Council.

He added that few Afghans have electoral experience, which makes it difficult to train enough staff to handle the registration and the running of the elections, which are scheduled for June.

Mr. Annabi also says the weekend’s deadly clashes in Herat, previously considered to be relatively stable, highlighted the security problems across Afghanistan. He urged the international community to show more support to the disarmament of militia groups.

* * *

Colombia

24 March – Voicing dismay at continuing human rights abuses by guerrillas and paramilitary groups in Colombia, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan issued a statement today calling for the violations to end and for international humanitarian law to be respected.

Mr. Annan’s statement followed a meeting yesterday with Michael Fruhling, the head of the UN Human Rights Office in Colombia, which has been ravaged by civil conflict for four decades. Mr. Fruhling briefed Mr. Annan on the contents of the most recent report on the South American nation by the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR).

In a statement released by Mr. Annan’s spokesman, the Secretary-General “expressed deep concern” over the human rights situation in Colombia – especially the number of attacks against civilians – and offered his total support to the work of the UN Human Rights Office there.

Mr. Annan also thanked Colombia’s Government for its cooperation with the OHCHR and urged it to swiftly implement the recommendations in the Office’s report.

* * *

Haiti

24 March – The circumstances in which the United Nations must now aid Haiti are more complex and difficult and need a longer commitment than they did nearly a decade ago when a previous UN mission was launched, according to UN Assistant Secretary-General Danilo Turk.

“We are all aware that the magnitude of the needs in Haiti will require not only a long-term but a massive international effort,” Mr. Turk told the Security Council during consultations yesterday, according to the text of his remarks which was made available afterwards. “Yet it is generally acknowledged that one of the major reasons why assistance programmes have not succeeded in the past is the failure to engender Haitian ownership.” 

The UN must ensure that a large-scale operation does not become intrusive and discourage Haitian involvement, he said. He suggested that Haitians receive targeted aid delivered with as little overhead as possible. 

“Haitians will ultimately need to take charge of their own destiny and they must be encouraged to do so as quickly as possible,” he said.

In Resolution 1529, the Council asked UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan for a programme to help Haiti’s constitutional political process, support humanitarian and economic assistance, protect human rights and develop the rule of law. 

Mr. Turk stressed the need to ensure that once a Security Council mandate ended, other UN involvement was not curtailed.

Meanwhile, the Washington, DC-based World Bank said it hosted a meeting yesterday of donor governments, international financial institutions and regional and international organizations to agree on coordinating responses to Haiti’s needs.

Donors said they would propose to the interim Haitian Government that a joint government-donor team carefully cost and coordinate a national reconstruction plan. They would also propose meeting again in the Haitian capital, Port-au-Prince, in the next few weeks. 

According to the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), the Flash Appeal for Haiti has collected $5.82 million of the $35 million requested. Other international aid to Haiti, outside of the Flash Appeal, totalled nearly $5 million.

* * *

Sierra Leone

24 March – United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan has proposed leaving a residual UN peacekeeping force in Sierra Leone until December 2005 to ensure a smooth transfer of security responsibilities to the national government.

Explaining this decision in his latest report on the country, Mr. Annan notes that while there has been progress in consolidating peace in the country, it remains fragile. The armed forces face “serious shortfalls,” making it impossible for the Government to assume responsibility for external security by the time the UN Mission in Sierra Leone (UNAMSIL) is set to expire in December.

The report further points out that “considerable support” is still needed by the Sierra Leone police, while outside funding is essential to the country’s economy.

“There is a unanimous view among both Sierra Leoneans and international stakeholders that the progress made so far warrants a carefully managed transfer of responsibility for national security to the Government,” Mr. Annan states, recommending that the Security Council establish a residual UN force in Sierra Leone comprising 3,250 troops, plus 141 UN military observers and 80 UN civilian police personnel. The operation would run through the end of 2005.

UNAMSIL, which now has 11,000 troops, expects to downsize to 5,000 by December 2004.

The proposal will also facilitate the work of the Special Court for Sierra Leone, according to the report, which notes that some members of the Sierra Leone Armed Forces have become disaffected by poor conditions of service and still support Johnny Paul Koroma, an indicted former military leader. “These factors give many Sierra Leoneans reasons to doubt the loyalty of the armed forces,” Mr. Annan observes.

Indicted exiled Liberian President Charles Taylor, now in Nigeria, also has a large following and business interests in his country. He could also try to use the Sierra Leone combatants who fought on his behalf to disrupt the work of the court, the report says.

* * *

West Africa

24 March – United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan will urge the Security Council to adopt a coordinated approach to tackling the cross-border problems plaguing West Africa, one of his senior aides said today.

With the Secretary-General set to present a report on the issue tomorrow, his Special Representative for the region, Ahmedou Ould-Abdallah, told a briefing that Mr. Annan would highlight how the proliferation of small arms as well as the use of child soldiers and mercenaries “contribute to the suffering of the population and the deterioration of the economy and social and physical infrastructure” in West Africa.

Mr. Annan is also expected to stress the importance of a harmonized UN approach to this problem “instead of each agency going its own way,” Mr. Ould-Abdallah said.

Asked to name key hotspots in the region, he cited the border between Liberia, Sierra Leone and Guinea, and said the frontier area between Liberia and Côte d’Ivoire also faces a “serious” problem of instability.

* * *

Tuberculosis

24 March – With some 8.8 million new tuberculosis cases each year, about half of them infectious, the number of patients diagnosed and treated under DOTS, the most effective control strategy, is now rising much faster than at any time since its expansion in 1995, growing by 50 per cent in two years, according to a new United Nations report.

“DOTS’ expansion is one of the major public health success stories of the past decade, one that is saving thousands more lives every day,” UN World Health Organization (WHO) Director-General Lee Jong-wook said of the strategy that includes directly observed treatment of patients taking anti-TB drugs, access to adequate drug supplies and monitoring and accountability for every patient diagnosed.

“But to reach the 2005 targets for detection and treatment, the challenge now is to add another 1 million TB patients to DOTS programmes each year. Many of these new cases will be recruited from the hospitals and private health sector in Asia, especially China, and from beyond the present limits of health systems in Africa,” Dr. Lee added in presenting the study to the second Stop TB Partners’ Forum in New Delhi.

The WHO’s 2004 Global Tuberculosis Control report confirms that DOTS programmes are now treating 3 million patients every year, an increase of more than 1 million patients compared to just two years ago. That increase is nearly double the average annual increment of 270,000 patients during the previous six-year period.

India is leading the surge with more than a quarter of all additional DOTS cases being treated, followed by smaller but significant increases in five other key countries with high rates of TB: South Africa, Indonesia, Pakistan, Bangladesh and the Philippines.

In a video message to the Forum noting that TB kills more than 2 million people each year, Secretary-General Kofi Annan called for investing in new diagnostics, drugs and vaccine “so that eventually we can eliminate TB as a public health threat altogether.” 

The global 2005 targets for TB control are to detect 70 per cent of all infectious cases and cure 85 per cent of those cases. According to the report, the detection rate has risen to 37 per cent and cure rates to 82 per cent. Meeting the 2005 targets will put the world’s TB control programmes on the path to achieving the Millennium Development Goal (MDG) of halving the global TB burden by 2015.

The TB Partners’ Forum is a periodic gathering of donors, technical agencies, NGOs and ministers from the 22 high-TB burden countries under the umbrella of the global Stop TB Partnership.

The report comes only a week after WHO warned that multidrug-resistant tuberculosis (MDR-TB) was striking parts of Eastern Europe and Central Asia 10 times more heavily than elsewhere in the world.

* * *

Population

24 March – Developing countries should set up strategies to reverse their “brain drain” – losing highly skilled citizens to jobs in more affluent, developed countries – and turn it to their own economic advantage, population and migration experts said today at United Nations Headquarters.

As the UN Commission on Population and Development meets in New York, experts attending the session said that developing countries need to act fast as many will soon be requiring foreign labour because so many of their own citizens have left for other States.

Brunson McKinley, Director-General of the Geneva-based International Organization for Migration (IOM), said that in developing countries, it is usually “the best educated, the most dynamic” portion of its citizenry that migrate to work in wealthier nations.

Mr. McKinley said population experts and organizations such as IOM are helping many poor countries to turn their brain drain into a “brain gain.”

He said States need to encourage citizens who have left to return to start their own businesses or professional practices, or by investing their wealth to create jobs in their homeland. Skilled migrant workers also have contacts in developed countries that can be tapped into to benefit the home country, Mr. McKinley added.

He said another major debate in the population community is whether people move to jobs or jobs move to people – spotlighting the issue of outsourcing, or transferring a company’s jobs to a country with lower labour costs.

Riad Tabbarah, Director of the Centre for Development Studies and Projects in Beirut, said the migrant population in the North is increasingly highly skilled, particularly in technology industries, compared to the prototype of the poor migrant leaving a country to better themselves and their families.

Joseph Chamie, Director of the UN Population Division, said the biggest population issue for developing countries remains mortality, followed by rapid population growth. In developed nations, the major worries are low fertility rates and declining populations.

In another development, the Population Division today released its new estimates and projections of urban and rural populations for major areas, regions and countries of the world, large urban agglomerations and capital cities. The results, depicted in two wall charts, Urban and Rural Areas 2003, and Urban Agglomerations 2003, show that globally, some 3 billion people lived in cities in 2003, but that figure is expected to rise to 5 billion by 2030.

* * *

Information technology

24 March – Hoping to extend Internet connectivity to underserved populations around the world, the United Nations and the Wireless Internet Institute (W2i) today announced a series of programmes to accelerate the adoption of broadband wireless technology in developing countries.

The “Wireless Internet for Underserved Populations and Local Communities” initiative was developed in follow-up to a June 2003 conference on wireless Internet opportunities for developing nations. It is also in support of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) – a set of measurable and time-bound targets adopted by world leaders at a UN summit in 2000 – and the Declaration of Principles adopted at the World Summit on the Information Society (WSIS), the first-ever global forum on information technologies (ICTs).

Planned within the framework of the programme are over 15 conferences, seminars and interactive workshops for Asia, Africa, Latin America and the Middle East designed to help officials and experts explore the use of broadband wireless Internet technologies in their countries and communities. Special emphasis will be put on training and capacity building, as well as cooperation at international and local levels and public-private partnerships.

“W2i has received requests from business organizations and governmental regulatory agencies in several countries to facilitate consensus among local stakeholders in emerging broadband wireless Internet standards,” said Daniel Aghion, Executive Director of W2i.

Early underwriters of the initiative include IBM and Intel. “Intel is a strong proponent of enabling affordable Internet connectivity worldwide, and we are developing wireless technologies and working with organizations like W2i to help accelerate the adoption of broadband wireless technologies worldwide,” said Julie Coppernoll, director of marketing for Intel’s Wireless Networking Group.

UN ICT Task Force Chairman Jose Maria Figueres-Olsen said he looked forward to the impact these initiatives will have “in raising private and public stakeholders’ awareness of the potential Wi-Fi and related technologies present as an economic development tool for underserved populations in developing nations and local communities around the world.”

* * *

Vitamins

24 March – Up to a third of the world’s people do not meet their physical and intellectual potential because of vitamin and mineral deficiencies, and without urgent action to fortify and supplement foods children in developing nations will remain at risk of underachieving, according to a new United Nations report released today.

“The overwhelming scope of the problem makes it clear that we must reach out to whole populations and protect them from the devastating consequences of vitamin and mineral deficiency,” UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) Executive Director Carol Bellamy said of the report jointly published by her agency and The Micronutrient Initiative, a not-for-profit organization based in Ottawa, Canada.

Unless action against vitamin and mineral deficiencies moves to a new level, the UN will not achieve its Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) of eradicating extreme poverty, improving maternal health and reducing child mortality by two-thirds by 2015, the report concludes.

The severe effects of vitamin and mineral deficiencies, such as anaemia, cretinism and blindness, have long been known, but the report sheds new light on other problems caused by less extreme deficiencies, such as a lack of iron which impairs intellectual development in young children and lowers national IQs. 

Other problems include vitamin A deficiency, compromising the immune systems of approximately 40 per cent of children under five in the developing world and leading to the deaths of 1 million youngsters each year, and iodine deficiency in pregnancy, which causes as many as 20 million babies a year to be born mentally impaired.

The report calls for the food industry to develop, market and distribute low-cost fortified food products and supplements, and for governments to control vitamin and mineral deficiency through education and legislation.

Methods that have worked in industrialized nations are now so inexpensive and available that they could control vitamin and mineral deficiencies worldwide, Ms. Bellamy said. These include adding essential vitamins and minerals to regularly consumed foods and providing children and women of childbearing age with vitamin and mineral supplements.

“With nearly a third of the planet affected in some way by a problem for which a clear solution exists, anything less than rapid progress is unconscionable,” UNICEF Deputy Executive Director Kul Gautam said in launching the report in New York.

* *** *

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.

**Guest at noon
Ahemdou Ould-Abdallah, the Special Representative of the Secretary-General for West Africa is here and will be coming up in a few minutes to brief you about the cross border situation in that region.

**Secretary-General’s trip
I have an announcement to make regarding the Secretary-General’s travel plans –- a very tentative programme.

He will leave this weekend for Bürgenstock in Switzerland to attend the Cyprus talks.  I think we’ve already announced that to you.  He will then go to Tunis, to attend and address the meeting of the League of Arab States there.

From Tunis he will go to Vienna.  Well, actually he will go back to Bürgenstock.  He may go back to Bürgenstock depending on the pace of the Cyprus talks.  But from there he will go on to Vienna where he will attend the semi-annual meeting of the Chief Executives Board, which brings together the heads of all UN specialized agencies, funds and programmes.

From Vienna, on to Moscow for an official visit.  He is expected to meet with President Vladimir Putin, Prime Minister Mikhail Fradkov, Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov, and other officials.  And finally, he will return to Switzerland, to address the Commission on Human Rights in Geneva.

And he will be back in New York before Easter.  Any of you who want the specifics of that trip, specific dates, see me after the briefing and I’ll tell you, on and off the record, the basis.

**Statement Attributable to the Spokesman
I have the following statement attributable to the Spokesman on Kosovo.  It reads in part:

“The Secretary-General is shocked and outraged at the killing last night in Kosovo of two UNMIK police officers -– one from Ghana and one from Kosovo itself.  

“The Secretary-General condemns this inexcusable act in the strongest possible terms.  He sends his heartfelt condolences to the families of the victims – and also to the Government of Ghana, whose police officers have served the United Nations with dedication and courage.

“The current violence and instability in Kosovo cannot be tolerated.  The targeting of UNMIK and KFOR staff must stop immediately.  The Secretary-General calls on all inhabitants of Kosovo to cooperate with UNMIK and KFOR in support of the police investigation, so that those responsible for the killing of the police officers will be brought to justice.”

**Kosovo
The UN Mission in Kosovo reports that one international police officer from Ghana and one Kosovo police officer were shot dead by automatic gunfire last night when carrying out routine police work in Kosovo near Podujevo town in Pristina region.  The international police officer was killed instantly; the Kosovo police officer later died of his wounds.  And an UNMIK language assistant was also shot and is in serious but stable condition.

Local and international police have begun an intensive investigation into this grave crime.

The Secretary-General’s Special Representative, Harri Holkeri, condemned the killings and sent his personal condolences to the families of the officers, in recognition of their honorable service to Kosovo.  We have copies of his statement upstairs as well as one from the UN mission that provides details of the shooting.

**Statement attributable to the Spokesman
The following statement attributable to the Spokesman regards the situation in Côte d’Ivoire:

“The Secretary-General has been following with deep concern the recent deterioration of the situation in Côte d’Ivoire, including plans for rival massive demonstrations to be held in Abidjan on 25 March.  The Secretary-General appeals to all Ivorian parties to exercise utmost restraint, reduce tensions and avoid any steps that could further exacerbate the situation in the country.  He also appeals to the leaders of all Ivorian political parties to demonstrate statesmanship and engage in constructive consultations, as recently promised by President Gbagbo, in order to move forward with the implementation of the letter and the spirit of the Linas-Marcoussis Agreement.”

**Cyprus
The Greek and Turkish Foreign Ministers have joined the Turkish Cypriot and Greek Cypriot delegations in Bürgenstock, Switzerland. The Secretary-General’s Special Adviser, Alvaro de Soto, will have met each of the four by the end of today.  In the meantime, intense and fluid diplomatic exchanges are taking place.

**Security Council
The Security Council this morning adopted a Presidential Statement that welcomed and strongly supported the Secretary-General’s decision to dispatch a team led by Special Adviser Lakhdar Brahimi to Iraq, as well as an electoral assistance team. The Council called on all parties in Iraq to cooperate fully with these UN teams.

The Council followed that brief formal meeting with an open briefing on Afghanistan. Assistant Secretary-General for Peacekeeping Operations Hédi Annabi said that the first phase of voter registration in that country has progressed more or less on target. As of yesterday, 1.56 million voters, out of an estimated 1.9 million eligible voters in eight key cities, have registered.

He also noted the constant increase overall of women’s participation, although only 28 percent of registered voters are women. The next phase of registration, he added, will demand an enormous rise in logistics needs, increased security risks and organizational requirements.

Annabi also cautioned that the recent fighting in Herat, and recent factional fighting in the north, strongly indicate that security remains an unresolved problem. The situation in Herat has calmed down following the deployment of Afghan Government troops.

The formal meeting was followed by consultations, also on Afghanistan.

**Afghanistan
On Afghanistan as well, we have the Secretary-General’s report to the Security Council and the General Assembly on the UN Mission’s work. In it, the Secretary-General recommends that the mandate of the UN Mission be extended by a further 12 months.

He says that the peace process has brought many benefits, in particular to large parts of the urban population, but many Afghans still feel that the peace is not irreversible, and act accordingly. He says that, outside the main city centers, much work remains to be done.  We have copies of the report at the documents centre upstairs.

**Security Council –- Yesterday’s activities
Going back to the Security Council, they held informal consultations yesterday on Haiti as you know. Assistant Secretary-General Danilo Turk briefed then on the situation in Haiti. 

Mr. Turk provided an update on the security situation, political developments, and the humanitarian situation as well.  And he also outlined the activities of the Secretary-General’s Special Adviser on Haiti, Reginald Dumas and those of the UN mission that is assessing the requirements for a peacekeeping operation in Haiti. 

Following these informal consultations, the Council held an open debate on Israel’s assassination of Hamas leader Sheikh Ahmed Yassin on 22 March.  Most of the 41 speakers condemned the assassination, saying that it would trigger further violence in the region and further complicate prospects for the peace process.

**Sheikh Yassin
In Geneva today, the Commission on Human Rights began a special sitting to discuss the situation resulting from the Monday assassination of Sheikh Ahmad Yassin.  This session comes after a vote yesterday afternoon, in which 34 countries voted in favor of holding the special session, with three countries against; those were the US, Eritrea and Australia and there were 14 abstentions in that vote.

Also today, the special rapporteur dealing with extra judicial, summary or arbitrary executions said she was aghast at the deliberate execution of Sheikh Yassin, which also killed seven other civilians.  We have copies of her statement upstairs.

**Statement Attributable to the Spokesman
Another statement attributable to the Spokesman on the situation of Colombia and human rights:

“The Secretary-General met on 23 March 2004 with the head of the United Nations Human Rights Office in Colombia, Mr. Michael Fruhling, who briefed him on the High Commissioner for Human Rights’ new report on the situation in the country.  The Secretary-General expressed deep concern over the continuing violations of human rights, and offered his full support to the work of the Office.  He also voiced dismay over grave abuses of human rights by both the guerrillas and paramilitaries, especially actions against civilians.  

“The Secretary-General expressed appreciation for the cooperation that the Colombian Government has extended to the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights in Colombia.  He hopes that the Colombian Government will take urgent steps to implement the recommendations contained in the report; and that both the guerrillas and paramilitaries will cease their violations of international humanitarian law.”

**Sierra Leone
On Sierra Leone, the Secretary-General says that the Security Council should consider authorizing a residual UN peacekeeping operation in Sierra Leone once the current UN Mission in that country ends its mandate at the end of this year. 

The residual force would comprise 3,250 troops, as well as a little over 200 military observers and civilian police –- that would be down from the present level of 11,500 troops. It would focus its work on the capital, Freetown; the center of the country; and the border and sensitive diamond-mining areas in the east.

The Secretary-General also recommends that, as the current UN Mission draws down over the course of the year, the reduction of its military strength should be conducted gradually, down to a level of 5,000 troops by the end of December.  Copies of this report are out on the racks today.

**Lebanon
Yesterday, the Secretary-General’s Personal Representative for Southern Lebanon, Staffan de Mistura, noted the serious violations of the Blue Line earlier this week.

On Monday afternoon, he said, Hizballah launched a heavy attack on Israeli military positions in the Sheba farms area, using rockets and mortars. There was an immediate and heavy retaliation by Israeli forces.

De Mistura expressed the United Nations’ deep concern regarding the attack by Hizballah, launched at a time when regional tensions are already at a high point. Both Hizballah’s action and the Israeli response constitute grave breaches of the Blue Line and risk a further, dangerous escalation.  We put out a statement yesterday with more details.

**World TB Day
Today is the annual observance of World Tuberculosis Day, and the Secretary-General, in a video message, says that we must spare no effort in our work to meet the targets to halt, and begin to reverse, the spread of TB by 2015.

What that means, he says, is that by next year, we must identify 70 per cent of all infectious cases and treat successfully 85 per cent of those that we identify.  We have copies of his message upstairs.

**Press conferences tomorrow
Finally, press conferences tomorrow.  I thought I mentioned this yesterday.  Anyway, at 10:30 a.m., Sarbuland Khan and Jose-Maria Figueres Olsen, Executive Coordinator and Chairman, respectively, of the UN Information and Communications Technological Task Force, will be here to brief you on the Global Forum on Internet Governance scheduled to take place at Headquarters tomorrow and Friday.

At approximately 11 a.m., there will be a press conference in this room by the French Minister for Cooperation, Pierre-Andre Wiltzer, and the Foreign Minister of Ghana, Nana Addo Dankwa Akufo-Addo, who will be participating in the Security Council’s open meeting on West Africa tomorrow.

Any questions before we bring up Mr. Ould-Abdallah?  Abdurrahim?
Questions and Answers
Question:  Yes, Fred, why is the Tunis meeting so important that the SG wants to attend it in person?  And does his interest relate to Iraq or does it encompass other issues like President Bush’s greater Middle East initiative democracy project?

Spokesman:  I don’t think those two issues exhaust all of the items to be considered at the Arab League summit. It’s not uncommon for him to attend Arab League summits.  He considers them extremely important.  He’s had it on his agenda for a while.  I don’t think the reason for going is linked to any specific issue on the agenda, but rather his desire to, first, address them with a message and when we have that, an advance copy of that message we’ll share it with you on an embargoed basis, and to interact with as many leaders as he can.  Yes?

Question:  On oil-for-food and the SG appointing a panel, where do we stand on that right now?

Spokesman:  I have nothing to add to what I said yesterday -- that he hopes to present the Security Council with the terms of reference and the names of the members of the panel by the end of this week before he leaves for Bürgenstock, Switzerland.

Question:  Has he received any signal, any sort of reply from the Security Council indicating their support?

Spokesman:  He has had ongoing consultations with individual members over the last couple of weeks; he felt that on Friday the time was right to send them the letter announcing his intention to form such a panel.  And his hope is that they will indicate their support for this effort once he presents them with the terms of reference and the panelists.  Bill? 

Question:  On that subject, the President of the Security Council, the French Ambassador among others, said they would seek clarifications on what the Secretary-General had in mind in terms of cooperation from the Council. Where does that process interns of those two getting together or clarifications being provided?

Spokesman:  Yesterday I said in response to a question that there was no meeting scheduled with the French Ambassador -- the President of the Council -- nor one for today.  But actually, in the course of the day, there was a telephone conversation between the Secretary-General and the Ambassador.  So, those consultations are ongoing.

Question:  I’m sorry, that conversation was when now?

Spokesman:  Yesterday.

Question:  And the subject was precisely the oil-for-food investigation?

Spokesman:  They don’t tell me what the subject is.  I’d have to assume that that was at least one of the things that they discussed.

Question:  And no further plans at this point for further contact or meeting or…?

Spokesman:  Not that I am aware of.  Mark?

Question:  Fred, two housekeeping questions on Iraq and one on the Ivory Coast.  Has there been a reply yet from the Governing Council to the OIOS request?  Secondly, could you give us some sense of, has anybody gone, have there been people gone into Iraq?  Not necessarily Mr. Brahimi, but I mean other people from the teams there enroute to, or have already arrived that we don’t know about?  And on the Ivory Coast, in view of the deterioration there that the SG mentioned in his statement, there are rumors going round that the peacekeeping force at the moment might just be limited to the African troops on the ground being (inaudible), no extra troops going in.  Do you have any information on that and what would the Secretary-General feel about the situation if that’s the case?

Spokesman:  I am not going to speculate about the plans regarding the peacekeeping force for Côte d’Ivoire.  On your first question, I have asked OIOS, the Office for Internal Oversight Services, to give me a call when they hear from the Iraqi Governing Council, should there be a written response to the two letters sent to them by the head of OIOS, Dileep Nair.  I didn’t hear from them this morning, so, I assume that there is still no response from them.  The second of that barrage of questions was what?

Question:  Whether there’re people from the teams that have gone in that we haven’t been told about.

Spokesman:  I don’t believe so.  I believe we told you a couple of weeks ago that the acting Special Representative [Ross Mountain] had gone in for several days.  I have told you that we have a number of security personnel who have been there several weeks for the ongoing planning for the security aspects of the eventual return of international staff.  And we told you that the Secretary-General intends to send in an electoral team and a political team under Mr. Brahimi although, I think I made it clear, that we wouldn’t announce the dates of those trips; we wouldn’t say anything about them until they have safely arrived in Baghdad.  So, we will do that.  They will travel separately, with the electoral team going first.  And the minute they get into Baghdad, we expect a call from the security coordinator and we will squawk it or send out a notice to the lid list even if it’s 3:00 o’clock in the morning here.  Mr. Abbadi?

Question:  Does Ambassador Brahimi plan to meet the Shiite leader Sistani?

Spokesman:  You’ve been reading the newspapers, Mr. Abbadi.  Mr. Brahimi’s intention when he gets there is to talk to as many political, religious, civil society leaders as he can.  His job is to help them overcome differences as they try to identify a path to take the transition process along.  If he can help, he will be very happy.  Yes? 

Question:  Ahmed Chalabi today issued a statement welcoming the (inaudible)… the investigation by Kofi Annan, and said Iraqi officials will fully cooperate with the UN and make all necessary information available.  I was wondering if that message had been sent to the UN and whether the UN was satisfied now that it was getting special cooperation from the Governing Council on questions surrounding the oil-for-food programme?

Spokesman:  I’d have to check with OIOS whether they would consider a public statement a formal response.  But any way, if he has made that statement –- and I am taking your word for it that he did –- we would welcome that, certainly.  I think we’re all moving towards the same goal -- to establish the facts regarding oil-for-food.  Bill?

Question:  I am sorry I walked in when you were going over the Secretary-General’s itinerary and his trip.  Is he going to the Afghan conference in Berlin?

Spokesman:  No.  Mr. Brahimi will be joining the Secretary-General in Tunis for the Arab League meeting, and then Mr. Brahimi will be representing the Secretary-General in Berlin for the Afghanistan meeting.  Yes?

Question:  For the new crowd, can you give a little context on what the Secretary-General is trying to accomplish by going there himself?

Spokesman:  The Bürgenstock meeting is, we hope, the final leg of marathon negotiations for a Cyprus settlement.  Cyprus has been on the UN agenda for something like 40 years.  With the prospect of the admission of Cyprus to the European Union, we’re trying to get the Greek and Turkish Cypriots, with the support of both Greece and Turkey, to agree on a plan [for the reunification of the island] that the Secretary-General put forward. And the terms of that plan and the approach to negotiating it that all four parties agreed to here in February is that should they not be able to reach agreement amongst themselves, they would let the Secretary-General write the compromise language.  So, that’s what’s happening, we hope, in Bürgenstock.  Yes, Mark?

Question:  Fred, there was report this morning that some US senators were calling on the United Nations to send a fact-finding mission to Laos to investigate human rights abuses.  The report said that that letter had been sent to one of the permanent members of the UN Security Council.  Has the Secretary-General received any word on that?  Is it on his radar screen at all?  Is it something he might be prepared to do?

Spokesman:  A letter to the Secretary-General or to the President of the Security Council?

Question:  No, the letter from the senators went to Security Council, and I am wondering if the Secretary-General had any communication on the subject?

Spokesman:  I think the Security Council would want to receive a letter from the Administration before taking action.  But I don’t know if such a letter has been received, and I’d have to check with the Secretary-General’s office to see if anything was sent to him or received by him.  Mr. Abbadi?

Question:  Tension is mounting in the Ivory Coast.  In addition to the appeal just made by the Secretary-General, did he communicate with President Gbagbo to urge him to speak to or to open a dialogue with the opposition? 

Spokesman:  He has had telephone contact with the President in the last couple of days, yes.

May I bring Ahemdou Ould-Abdallah up to the podium to talk about the cross-border situation in West Africa?

* *** *
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� HYPERLINK  \l "Profit" ��Globe and Mail (Canada) - What shall it profit a grower …� 


� HYPERLINK  \l "Ban" ��AFP - Twelve countries seek exemption to ozone-depleting chemical ban�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Ozone" ��IHT - Global efforts to repair ozone layer are in jeopardy      � 


� HYPERLINK  \l "Pesticide" ��Scripps Howard News Service - U.S. seeks to boost production of toxic pesticide�





*The People Daily – Korea to host Asia’s first global ministerial environment forum


  The Kenya Times – UN agency urges caution on GMOS
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