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Drinking Water Tops UN Environment Head's Christmas Wish List
Klaus Toepfer     Al-Hayat     2003/12/25
International Year of Freshwater has Helped Kick-Start Millennium Development Goal
Over this Christmas period, an extra 300,000 people a day will need access to safe drinking water if the United Nation Millennium Development Goals are to be achieved.

The arithmetic is awesome and simple. One in six people, or one billion souls, are currently deprived of this most basic of human needs. The goals call for reducing "by half the proportion of people without sustainable access to safe drinking water" by 2015.

Over roughly ten years, that is one billion people, or 100 million annually. The goal does not take into account the hundreds of millions of extra human beings that will be born during the next decade.

So it is a challenge not only now, during these days of hope in the Christian calendar, but for the coming days and years. 2003 was the International Year of Freshwater and the annual World Water Day, organized by the UN Environment Programme (UNEP). The question is, did the year and the day make a jot of difference.

Just a few weeks ago, African ministers responsible for water supplies met in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia.

Political will to tackle the water crisis on this most vulnerable of continents has been lacking for many years.

This, I believe is no longer the case. The ministers committed themselves to establishing National Task Forces aimed at not only meeting the Millennium Development Goals but delivering safe drinking water and sanitation for all 300 million Africans in need by 2025.

I believe that the new Regional Water Facility, established this year in Tunis with a plan to raise $650 million for low cost loans and grants, will play an important role.

The European Commission, building on commitments made at the World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD) in Johannesburg, South Africa has this year been active.

For example it announced 50 million Euros to help Chad carry out its new Water and Drainage Strategy. This will help provide reliable drinking water supplies for over 2,200 villages, new or improved supplies in over 70 towns and 280 "water supply points" for nomadic herdsmen and women.

Meanwhile water sector reforms are now also being assessed or are underway in 16 African countries including Uganda and Kenya following moves in South Africa.

2003 been a year where the world has more than ever come to understand that cooperation over water is something like a peace policy for the 21st century.

At the 3rd World Water Forum in Kyoto, Japan in March, UNEP and the Food and Agricultural Organization of the United Nations launched the Atlas of International Freshwater Agreements.

It shows that, despite tensions over water resources, only 37 incidents of acute conflict have occurred since 1948 of which around 30 were in the Middle East.

In Maputo, Mozambique, water ministers from the Southern African Development Community concluded key legal agreements on equitably sharing water resources covering the Limpopo river basin, Lake Nyasa and the Maputo River.

The Kyoto Forum also put the spotlight on innovative solutions including rainwater harvesting. 17 Chinese provinces are using it to provide drinking water to 15 million people and backup irrigation for 1.2 million hectares of land.

UNEP has signed an agreement with Tonji University in China to transfer rainwater harvesting across the developing world.

Environment ministers, meeting in Korea in March next year (2004) at the UNEP Global Ministerial Environment Forum (GMEF), will carry this issue forward by presenting success and failure stories from their own countries.

2003 has also been marked by some of the best and most authoritative water assessments ever compiled.

There was the UN World Water Development Report and one by UNEP on groundwater.

In the past, the lack of hard facts, especially in developing countries on the condition of underground aquifers upon which billions depend for supplies, has precluded action.

A monitoring and early warning project in seven West African, cities including Abidjan, Niamey and Dakar, is now helping to pin-point 'pollution hot spots' and threats to aquifers, with the scheme extending to three countries in Eastern Africa which are Ethiopia, Kenya and Zambia.

Possibly the best present of all at this festive time is the growing evidence that the numbers of people without access to safe drinking water may be less alarming than once thought.

A new report, using World Urbanization Prospects: 2001 Revision by the UN Population Division, and based on a new up dated data, particularly from Africa, indicates that more people are receiving reasonable levels of safe drinking waters than had previously been supposed.

In other words, far more was achieved from investments by organizations like the World Bank during the 1990s than possibly was realized when the Goals were established.

This is no argument for taking our collective feet off the pedal. Even if it is 250,000 or 200,000 individuals daily who need our help, it is still too many. But it should strengthen our optimism that the targets on drinking water can be met - a unique historic achievement, an unrivalled humanitarian milestone.
ENS

Drinking Water Tops UN Environment Head’s Christmas Wish List 
By Klaus Toepfer 
NAIROBI, Kenya, December 24, 2003 (ENS) - Over this Christmas period, an extra 300,000 people a day will need access to safe drinking water if the United Nations Millennium Development Goals are to be achieved. 

The arithmetic is awesome and simple. One in six people, or one billion souls, are currently deprived of this most basic of human needs. The goals call for reducing “by half the proportion of people without sustainable access to safe drinking water” by 2015. 

Over roughly ten years, that is one billion people, or 100 million annually. The goal does not take into account the hundreds of millions of extra human beings that will be born during the next decade. 
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Water, the precious basis of life (Two photos by Ian Britton courtesy FreeFoto)
So it is a challenge not only now, during these days of hope in the Christian calendar, but for the coming days and years. 2003 was the International Year of Freshwater and the annual World Water Day, organized by the UN Environment Programme (UNEP). The question is, did the year and the day make a jot of difference. 

Just a few weeks ago, African ministers responsible for water supplies met in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. 

Political will to tackle the water crisis on this most vulnerable of continents has been lacking for many years. 

This, I believe is no longer the case. The ministers committed themselves to establishing National Task Forces aimed at not only meeting the Millennium Development Goals but delivering safe drinking water and sanitation for all 300 million Africans in need by 2025. 

I believe that the new Regional Water Facility, established this year in Tunis with a plan to raise $650 million for low cost loans and grants, will play an important role. 

The European Commission, building on commitments made at the World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD) in Johannesburg, South Africa has this year been active. 

For example it announced 50 million euros to help Chad carry out its new Water and Drainage Strategy. This will help provide reliable drinking water supplies for over 2,200 villages, new or improved supplies in over 70 towns and 280 “water supply points” for nomadic herdsmen and women. 

Meanwhile water sector reforms are now also being assessed or are underway in 16 African countries including Uganda and Kenya following moves in South Africa. 

2003 has been a year where the world has more than ever come to understand that cooperation over water is something like a peace policy for the 21st century. 

At the 3rd World Water Forum in Kyoto, Japan in March, UNEP and the Food and Agricultural Organization of the United Nations launched the Atlas of International Freshwater Agreements. 

It shows that, despite tensions over water resources, only 37 incidents of acute conflict have occurred since 1948 of which around 30 were in the Middle East. 

In Maputo, Mozambique, water ministers from the Southern African Development Community concluded key legal agreements on equitably sharing water resources covering the Limpopo river basin, Lake Nyasa and the Maputo River. 

The Kyoto Forum also put the spotlight on innovative solutions including rainwater harvesting. 17 Chinese provinces are using it to provide drinking water to 15 million people and backup irrigation for 1.2 million hectares of land. 

UNEP has signed an agreement with Tonji University in China to transfer rainwater harvesting across the developing world. 

Environment ministers, meeting in Korea in March next year, 2004, at the UNEP Global Ministerial Environment Forum, will carry this issue forward by presenting success and failure stories from their own countries. 

The year 2003 has also been marked by some of the best and most authoritative water assessments ever compiled. 

There was the UN World Water Development Report and one by UNEP on groundwater. 

Child drinks water at new pump in Bangladesh (Photo by J. Holmes courtesy FAO)
In the past, the lack of hard facts, especially in developing countries on the condition of underground aquifers upon which billions depend for supplies, has precluded action. 

A monitoring and early warning project in seven West African, cities including Abidjan, Niamey and Dakar, is now helping to pin-point 'pollution hot spots' and threats to aquifers, with the scheme extending to three countries in Eastern Africa which are Ethiopia, Kenya and Zambia. 

Possibly the best present of all at this festive time is the growing evidence that the numbers of people without access to safe drinking water may be less alarming than once thought. 

A new report, using World Urbanization Prospects: 2001 Revision by the UN Population Division, and based on a new up dated data, particularly from Africa, indicates that more people are receiving reasonable levels of safe drinking waters than had previously been supposed. 

In other words, far more was achieved from investments by organizations like the World Bank during the 1990s than possibly was realized when the Goals were established. 

This is no argument for taking our collective feet off the pedal. Even if it is 250,000 or 200,000 individuals daily who need our help, it is still too many. But it should strengthen our optimism that the targets on drinking water can be met – a unique historic achievement, an unrivalled humanitarian milestone. 

{Klaus Toepfer is executive director of the United Nations Environment Programme.}
_________________________________________________________________________________________

Cairo Times

Riding the eco-wave 
Egypt tries to find the balance between mass tourism and sustainable development, 
finds out Salimah Ebrahim
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	Keeping the balance—recycling bins like the ones above populate Basata ensuring that visitors keep their ecological impact to a bare minimum


The tourism industry has long been Egypt’s main source of hard currency. Five million visitors a year have a lot of spending power—in the region of $4 billion a year—but they also have the potential to do a lot of environmental damage if the facilities that are developed for them are not handled carefully. It appears that while lessons are being learned, a lack of regulation and enforcement may be hampering efforts to protect long-term investments in Egypt’s slowly growing ecotourism business.
Last year, the United Nations, together with the World Tourism Association, declared 2002 the International Year of Ecotourism (IYE), which at once brought the term into global usage and pushed expectations of the potential of this new business very high. Perhaps too high. Klaus Toepfer, executive director of United Nations Environmental Programme (UNEP) put the concept into rather epic proportions.
“Tourism has huge potential for good or evil,” he declared at the recent IUCN (World Conservation Union) World Congress in Durban. “It is in everyone’s interest that the economic power of 21st century tourism is harnessed for the benefit of local people and wildlife.”
One major hurdle remains, however, and that is to define exactly what “ecotourism” means. This definition is going to be essential if ways of regulating the industry are to be found. Among the most widely quoted definitions is that of the IUCN, which classifies ecotourism as “environmentally responsible travel and visitation to relatively undisturbed natural areas, in order to enjoy, study, and appreciate nature and accompanying cultural features.” The International Ecotourism Society, a non profit organization established in 1990, adds to the IUCN’s label the idea of engaging local communities under the tenet, “sustain[ing] the well being of local people” to the list of responsibilities that need be adopted by local eco-tour operators. However, these definitions, which sound reasonable enough, have neither been agreed on universally, nor tried in the demanding area of monitoring and certification.

_________________________________________________________________________________________

XINHUA GENERAL NEWS SERVICE
December 25, 2003, Thursday

Latin America, Caribbean to strengthen environmental assessment

BODY:
MEXICO CITY, Dec. 24 (Xinhua) -- Latin American and Caribbean nations will begin to apply a new environmental assessment mechanism to measure the impact of climate change in the region, a United Nations official said here Wednesday.

From Jan. 25 next year, the countries in the region will monitor environmental indicators like deforestation, desertification and the handling of hydrological basins, said Ricardo Sanchez, regional director of the UN Environmental Program (UNEP). 

Sanchez said the new mechanism is aimed "to evaluate the objective impact the region has on such phenomena as global warming and the loss of biodiversity" and the results of these indicators will be recorded in a UNEP annual report.

The indicators will also allow for assessment of the region's efforts towards the UN environmental goals as part of the Millennium Agenda.

Last November, ministers from 27 countries unanimously agreed in Panama that Argentina would host next year's UN Meeting on Climate Change.

The adopted indicators were first proposed in 2002 at the World Summit on Sustained Development, sponsored by the United Nations, in Johannesburg, South Africa.

The indicators, to be revised each year, include the handling of the forested areas and protected areas, improvement of land- water quality, air pollution, and soil erosion.

Among other indicators are the handling of sources of clean energy, the combat against extreme poverty, and the formation of human resources specialized in environmental management and research.
__________________________________________________________________________________________

BBC

Battle to stem China blast fumes 
Rescuers in south-western China are trying to stem the release of more toxic fumes from a burst natural gas well that killed at least 191 people. 
But the operation to pump concrete into the well near Chongqing was put off for 24 hours, state media reported. 

The decision was taken by a government team in the area to "aid the rescue effort," Xinhua news agency said. 

Hundreds of people have been taken to hospitals suffering from poisoning and chemical burns after Tuesday's blast. 

Go all out to rescue victims, prevent poisonous gas from spreading further and reduce casualties 
President Hu Jintao 

More than 40,000 people living within five kilometres (three miles) from the gas field have been evacuated, amid fears that the death toll would rise further. 

Chinese President Hu Jintao has ordered the local authorities to do everything possible to speed up the search and rescue operation and prevent poisonous sulphurated hydrogen gas from spreading. 

The BBC's Francis Markus in China says the accident is one of the most serious to hit China's natural gas industry. 

'Death zone' 
Initial reports after the blast at the Chuandongbei field on Tuesday said only eight people had died. 

But the death toll has been rising sharply, as people were dying in their sleep or on the roads fleeing the disaster area. 

Reports of about 130 dead were followed in quick succession by news of 160 killed, then 190. 

By Friday morning, 191 people were confirmed dead but rescuers were still combing the area, Xinhua said. 

A nearby hospital was overwhelmed as it tried to deal with victims of the blast. 

Local media showed pictures of children in a local hospital, their eyes sealed shut by the highly toxic gas, and of livestock littering the roads. 

"The poisonous gas hovering in the air made an area of 25 sq km a death zone as many villagers were intoxicated by the fumes in their sleep," the China Daily newspaper said. 

Accident-prone industry 
Operations were going normally before the gas suddenly exploded from the side of the drill, Qian Zhijia, deputy head of the gas field, told Xinhua. 

The accident sent a high concentration of natural gas and sulphurated hydrogen shooting 30 metres (100 feet) out of a burst well. 

Rescuers were only able to ignite the gas spewing from the well on Wednesday in an attempt to burn it off. 

The cause of the blast is still being investigated. 

China is notorious for its dangerous working conditions. 

An average of more than 10,000 people a month died in work-related accidents from January to September of this year. 

China's natural gas industry is an emblem of modernisation in a country heavily dependent on coal, our correspondent says. 

The field belongs to the China National Petroleum Corporation. 

CNPC's subsidiary PetroChina began construction of a $400m gas pipeline from Chongqing to central China in August. 

Story from BBC NEWS:

 __________________________________________________________________________________________
BBC

'Many killed' in Iran earthquake 

A powerful earthquake has rocked south-eastern Iran, causing many casualties, state radio reported. 
It said the tremor, measuring 6.3 on the Richter scale, was centred near the city of Bam in Kerman province. 

The city's historic quarter was destroyed and there were "very many" dead, local governor Mohammad Ali Karimi was quoted as saying. 

Telephone communication with several towns in the province has been cut off, and rescuers have rushed to the area. 

The earthquake occurred at 0528 local time (0158 GMT), Iran's official news agency Irna quoted the Tehran University Geophysics Centre as saying. 

'Buried under rubble' 
"There is a lot of dead and injured in Bam city... there was a lot of damage," Mr Karimi told the state radio. 

He said many people were buried under the rubble. 

All houses made of mud bricks in the quake area collapsed, the Associated Press news agency quoted a report on Iran's state television as saying. 

"Authorities have demanded immediate blood donations to save the lives of those who have been admitted to hospital in the provincial capital of Kerman," the report said. 

The Iranian Red Crescent chief, Mehdi Ebna, told Irna that "the number of deaths is not yet known", adding rescue teams were on their way to the affected area. 

Bam is situated about 1000 kilometres (620 miles) south-east from the capital Tehran. 

Seismologists say earthquakes are frequent in Iran. 

Since 1991, tremors have claimed some 17,600 lives and injured 53,000 people, according to official figures. 

Story from BBC NEWS:
http://news.bbc.co.uk/go/pr/fr/-/2/hi/middle_east/3348613.stm

Published: 2003/12/26 06:23:43 GMT

© BBC MMIII

__________________________________________________________________________________________
Japan Times

It's Christmas, so meet the family

By ROWAN HOOPER

Dec. 25 is one day when many people make an effort to be with their families, and some might even take time to remember those less fortunate than themselves. So in that spirit, in this week's column we're going to think about our closest relatives, ones who are far less fortunate than us and who face complete extinction in, at best, 50 years. 
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	A baby chimpanzee manages a smile despite losing his mother to hunters in Nigeria 


A study earlier this year found that these close relatives, chimpanzees, share 99.4 percent of their genes with us. This means that humans and chimpanzees (and bonobo chimpanzees) are more similar to each other than they are to the other great apes -- gorillas and orangutans. Chimps are close enough relatives that they should be allowed around the table this Christmas lunchtime, metaphorically speaking: They should be taken care of like other members of our family. 

Derek Wildman (and could there be a better name for someone researching human/chimp evolution?) led the group that carried out the work, at the Wayne State University School of Medicine, Detroit. The team concluded that chimps should be reclassified into the Homo genus. We are Homo sapiens, so chimps would become Homo troglodytes (they are currently Pan troglodytes). 

Wildman and colleagues compared 97 key genes from chimps, humans, bonobos, gorillas, Old World monkeys and, for good measure, mice. The differences in DNA sequence showed that humans and chimpanzees separated from gorillas between 6 and 7 million years ago. The most recent common ancestor of humans and chimpanzees lived between 5 and 6 million years ago. 

This is by no means the final word on human-chimp genetic similarity. Earlier this month the chimp genome project published a rough draft. Many of the 3.1 billion bases of chimp DNA have now been sequenced, and soon a more thorough comparison will be made between the genomes of chimps and humans. 

University of Tokyo professor Yoshiyuki Sakaki is the leader of the international consortium decoding the chimp genome and also project director of the Genomic Sciences Center at RIKEN in Yokohama. Only a chimp-human comparison, he said, "will show what makes humans human." 

But what does it mean to be human? Some characteristics of humans -- language, ability to have abstract thought -- might not, after all, be restricted to humans. Chimps have been taught American sign language, can recognize themselves in a mirror and can even enjoy watching others on television. Should we say that chimps are 99.4 percent human? Mice share 60 percent of our genes, but it seems ridiculous to say they are 60 percent human. Where do we draw the line? 

Figures showing such a close similarity can be confusing. If so many of the two species' genes are the same, then how come we are so different? The answer is that it is not so much which genes each animal has, but how they are regulated. How genes are turned on and off during our development is critical to how we turn out. 

So, although we might have many genes in common, the precise DNA sequences of those genes are often different. It's probably the reason why, despite the close similarity, chimps infected with HIV don't develop AIDS. 

Scientists have already identified many key sequence differences between human and chimp genes. In the journal Science this month, a team led by Michele Cargill from Celera Diagnostics in Alameda, Calif., found that humans' genes for olfaction, hearing and speech (and others), had evolved more rapidly than the equivalent genes in the chimpanzee. 

The team compared 7,600 genes shared by humans, chimps and mice, and looked for those that had evolved more rapidly than the baseline mutation rate. Faster than basic mutation means that the genetic change probably endowed a survival advantage, and was preserved by natural selection. 

Human genes thought necessary for speech development ("speech is considered to be a defining characteristic of humans," wrote the authors) had undergone particularly fast change, whereas in chimps genes controlling skeletal development had changed more than expected. Several human genes involved in the development of hearing were also identified as having undergone positive selection, and Cargill and her team speculate that our development of spoken language may have required tuning of hearing acuity. 

The development of our sense of smell is more puzzling given that we don't rely on it as we presumably did 5 million years ago in Africa. Or do we? Perhaps our behavior toward the opposite sex is informed by olfactory signals more than we know: Perhaps sexual selection drove the change in our smelling genes. 

Where does this leave us in the quest to understand what it means to be human? I don't know, but surely one thing that humans can uniquely do is act altruistically, independently of the direction of natural selection. We can help others, even if they are not family members. Strangers. Africans who now survive by trading in bushmeat. Yet there is no getting away from the fact that we are letting our closest relatives become extinct before our eyes. 

The great ape survival project is at www.unep.org/grasp/
 ___________________________________________________________________________
ROWA MEDIA UPDATE

The ED Press Release regarding the concern about drinking water is published at Al-Hayat Newspaper  today in Arabic
http://www.daralhayat.com/opinion/12-2003/20031224-25p08-02.txt/story.html
Bahrain

GPIC celebrates

WORKERS and their bosses took a bow at a Gulf Petrochemical Industries Company (GPIC) safety awards celebration yesterday.

The ceremony, part of the company's annual Safety, Health and Environment Week celebration, was held at its complex in Sitra.

The event also celebrated the company winning the Chemical Industry Safety Trophy 2003 from Britain's Royal Society for the Prevention of Accidents (RoSPA).

The event was held under the patronage of Oil Minister and GPIC chairman Shaikh Isa bin Ali Al Khalifa and attended by Petrochemical Industries Company of Kuwait chairman Saad Al Shuwaib and GPIC board members.

http://www.gulf-daily-news.com/arc_Articles.asp?Article=69814&Sn=BNEW&IssueID=26279
'Green belt' vow

AN investigation is being launched into the alleged destruction of part of the protected "green belt" in Adhari. 

It was brought up for urgent debate by MPs at yesterday's weekly Parliament session.

The Environment Friends Society (EFS) held a rally at the Adhari Pool car park in protest against such acts on December 12.

MPs and Shura Council members and representatives from political and social societies took part in the rally.

MP Yousif Al Hermi, who was one of the MPs who signed for an urgent discussion of the issue, stressed that under law no one had the right to destroy any greenery in Adhari's "green belt" area.

"What has happened is unacceptable and endangers the existence of palm trees, which once covered the island," he said.

Municipalities and Agriculture Minister Dr Mohammed Al Sitri said the landlord involved had been given permission to remove refuse and dead palm trees from his land.

But he did not have permission to reclaim the whole site, said Dr Al Sitri. 

He asked that the issue be transferred to the concerned Parliamentary committee for further discussion.

MPs welcomed the proposal and voted in favour of it.

Dr Al Sitri will meet the public utilities and environment committee to 

http://www.gulf-daily-news.com/arc_Articles.asp?Article=69812&Sn=BNEW&IssueID=26279discuss the issue.

Oman

A royal gift to help diagnosis

A new RO2 million magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) unit set up at the Khoula Hospital here at His Majesty Sultan Qaboos bin Said's expense was inaugurated by Minister of State and Governor of Muscat Sayyid Al Mutassim bin Hamoud Al Busaidi on Monday. 

The 500-square metre facility, equipped with a state-of-the-art MRI scanner, is specifically meant to help in the diagnosis of tumours of the brain, neuro-disorders, injuries to soft tissues and joints and other cases that are difficult to diagnose through normal procedures.

Dr Ali bin Mohammed bin Moosa, the Health Minister, explained the unit provided "a diagnostic imaging system that makes possible production of images of the whole body structure and helps doctors to treat patients better".

He underlined Sultan Qaboos' "valuable gift to the ministry" which, he noted, coincided with Oman's 33rd National Day celebrations. Dr Moosa added the facility would benefit patients at the Khoula hospital as well as those referred to it from other places in the Sultanate.

http://www.khaleejtimes.com/Displayarticle.asp?section=middleeast&xfile=data/middleeast/2003/december/middleeast_december431.xml    

__________________________________________________________________________________________
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W E D N E S D A Y    H I G H L I G H T S
*
Iraqi official agrees to meet Annan for talks in January on future UN role 

*
General Assembly adopts new $3.16 billion budget – no growth in real terms 

*
Annan welcomes reconciliation agreement in the Comoros

*
In New Year’s message, Annan asks world to battle ills that kill millions 

*
World Bank lends Afghanistan $166 million for reconstruction

*
Death toll in Philippines floods tops 140, UN relief office says

*
UN refugee agency concerned over attacks on rights workers in Colombia

*
World Court begins deliberations on case involving Mexicans on death row in US

*
UN refugee agency denounces Botswana’s return of asylum seekers to Namibia

*
New UN protocol set to restrict heavy metal emissions in Europe

* * * *

Iraq

24 December – Adnan Pachachi, President of the Iraqi Governing Council for January, has agreed to come to New York next month to meet with Secretary-General Kofi Annan for talks on the future role of the United Nations in the country, a UN spokesman said today.

The meeting will likely take place on the morning of 19 January, spokesman Fred Eckhard announced at a press briefing in New York. Mr. Pachachi is expected to be accompanied by Abdel Aziz al-Hakim, the President of the Governing Council for December, and Massoud Barzani of the Kurdistan Democratic Party, the expected President for February, he added.

“We are in regular contact with the United States mission to the United Nations regarding possible participation by members of the [US-led] Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA), but we have nothing definite to announce at this time,” Mr. Eckhard added.

Asked if the United States had given a response to the Secretary-General, Mr. Eckhard replied that the initial reaction from two very senior US officials had been positive, but added that he nothing firm to answer at this time.

Meanwhile earlier this week in Washington, the International Advisory and Monitoring Board (IAMB) for Iraq – entrusted by the UN Security Council with monitoring the US-led management of funding and revenues in the country – met for a second time to continue its talks on organizational matters.

According to a communiqué issued after its meeting, the IAMB reviewed the scope of work for the external auditors to be appointed by the CPA to audit the export sales of Iraqi oil, petroleum products and natural gas, and the operations of the Development Fund for Iraq, in accordance with UN Security Council Resolution 1483 of 22 May 2003.

“IAMB attaches the highest priority to this scope of work, and to this end IAMB will provide its comments to the Coalition Provisional Authority before the end of the year,” the communiqué said.

* * *
General Assembly

24 December – The United Nations General Assembly has adopted a $3.16 billion budget for 2004-2005 that shows no growth in real terms but rearranges priorities in favour of humanitarian activities and grants Secretary-General Kofi Annan new authority to transfer up to 50 posts among different parts of the budget.

The resource shifts to address new priorities, particularly to follow up on Mr. Annan’s reform package, was “very much a cliff-hanger towards the end” of negotiations before the Assembly adopted it by consensus last night, UN budget director Warren Sach told a news briefing today.

“Although the resource is essentially as it was before this is the result of something of a tussle between different groups of countries and that was really a deal to ensure that there would be continuing reforms in operating processes,” he said. The $270 billion increase over 2002-2003 is accounted for by currency and inflation adjustments. Mr. Annan had requested a 0.5 per cent increase in real terms.

“The new authorities to the Secretary-General to be able to move posts around, to change the budget and planning process were very much negotiating items and took a long time to arrive at agreements on,” Mr. Sach added.

Calling the budget, 75 to 80 per cent of which goes on payroll, a vehicle for Mr. Annan’s reform, he said the package “strengthens human rights, humanitarian activities and also to some extent the economic and social ones” as a follow up on financing activities agreed to at development conferences held in Monterrey and Johannesburg.

Agencies benefiting from extra resources include the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), the UN Relief and Works Agency for Palestine refugees in the Near East (UNRWA) and the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA).

The budget includes increases of $65 million for the UN political mission in Afghanistan and $45 million for the UN mission in Iraq. It also allows for 64 new posts, compared with the 117 that Mr. Annan asked for, including 10 in economic and social affairs, 6 in the human rights area and 5 in UNRWA.

The budget also imposes a freeze on recruitment on general service staff to address concerns about staffing levels in the light of new technology and allots an extra $30 million for communications and technology for updating and modernizing operating methods of the Secretariat.

Assembly President Julian Hunte of Saint Lucia said last night’s vote capped a substantive session, the body’s 58th annual gathering, that was “nothing short of extraordinary.”

He voiced satisfaction with the accomplishments overall but added that while many important issues had been addressed – including HIV/AIDS, financing for development and humanitarian assistance – much remains to be done for the remainder of the session.

* * *

Comoros

24 December – United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today welcomed the signing of an agreement between the president of the Comoros Union and three autonomous islands in the Indian Ocean nation, which has been plagued by secessionist disputes recently.

The agreement, signed on Saturday in the Comorian capital of Moroni, outlines transitional arrangements between the Comoros Union and the islands of Anjouan, Mwali and Ngazidja. South Africa’s President Thabo Mbeki, who has coordinated the regional effort to promote peace in the archipelago, attended the signing ceremony.

In a statement issued by his spokesman, Mr. Annan called on the parties to respect and implement the agreement, which he described as a crucial step in the national reconciliation process.

The Comoros, which gained independence from France in 1975, has been troubled by secessionist moves during its history. In 1997 the island of Anjouan declared its independence, beginning the latest round of internal problems. A reconciliation agreement was signed in 2001.

* * *

Secretary-General

24 December – In a New Year message declaring that the war in Iraq had distracted efforts in 2003 to deal with threats that are more real to most people, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today appealed to world leaders to make 2004 “the year when we begin to turn the tide” against ills that kill millions annually.

“I mean the threats of extreme poverty and hunger, unsafe drinking water, environmental degradation, and endemic or infectious disease,” Mr. Annan said. “These dangers stalk large parts of our planet. They kill millions and millions of people every year. They destroy societies. They fuel division and desperation.”

Noting that the past year had seen war in Iraq and the deep divisions it sparked as well as the 19 August bomb attack on UN headquarters in Baghdad in which “we lost some of our best and most beloved colleagues,” he said the time had come to give poor countries real opportunity to develop and to save the resources of our planet.

“Yes, we have to fight terrorism.  Yes, we must prevent the spread of deadly weapons,” the Secretary-General declared. “But let’s also say yes to development. Let’s bring hope into the lives of those who suffer. Without development and hope, there will be no peace.”

Recalling that just three years ago at the Millennium Summit, the world’s leaders set forth precise, time-bound targets – the Millennium Development Goals – such as halving extreme poverty by 2015, he said: “to meet these Goals would cost only a fraction of what our world spends on weapons of war. Yet it would bring hope to billions, and greater security to us all.

“But in 2003 we did not live up to these promises. We let ourselves be swept along by the tide of war and division,” he added. “2004 must be different. It must be the year when we begin to turn the tide.”

The tide can be turned against HIV/AIDS by global action among rich and poor countries, governments and the private sector on the “three-by-five” initiative – the UN World Health Organization’s plan to get three million people on anti-retroviral treatment by 2005. It can be turned against hunger by granting access to existing food stocks to hungry people everywhere. And it can be turned in world trade, if governments do as they promised and make the current round of negotiations a true “development round.”

“We don’t need any more promises. We need to start keeping the promises we already made,” Mr. Annan concluded. “Let’s all make that our New Year’s resolution.”

* * *
Afghanistan

24 December – Afghanistan will receive $166 million in interest-free credits from the World Bank to reconstruct post-war communities, strengthen local governance, provide water to farms and aid the Government in increasing the efficiency of its customs and transit regime.

The Bank’s Board of Executive Directors in Washington yesterday approved an interest-free loan of $95 million to expand Afghanistan’s World Bank-supported National Solidarity Program (NSP), which was launched in 2002.

The NSP, which strengthens local governance and provides resources for reconstruction and development, is so far being implemented in over 3,000 of Afghanistan’s 20,000 villages. Community Development Councils, elected through secret ballot, lead local participation in deciding how the grants will be spent. 

The World Bank will also provide $40 million in interest-free credit in support of Afghanistan’s emergency irrigation rehabilitation project, an urgent response to the Government’s plan to rehabilitate the national irrigation system in the country’s five river basins.

New interest-free financing of $31 million is also being directed toward an emergency customs modernization and trade facilitation project to install customs and communications infrastructure at border crossing stations, inland clearance depots, transit checkpoints, and Kabul airport, the Bank said.

Customs revenues contributed nearly $50 million to Afghanistan’s tax revenues in fiscal year 2002, amounting to 60 per cent of total revenue. The Bank projects that this amount could be much higher with a more efficient customs and transit regime.

The NSP and irrigation loans have a grace period of 10 years.

* * *

Philippines

24 December – The death toll resulting from the flooding, landslides and tornado that struck the central Philippines last week has risen to 143, with the number of people affected by the disaster now doubling to more than 200,000, the United Nations said today.

According to the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), 54 persons have been injured and 112 are still missing, while another 18,000 people are sheltering in 21 evacuation centres.

Incessant rains over a number of days triggered flooding, landslides and a tornado last Friday in eight provinces in the central part of the country, causing an estimated $2.68 million in damages and forcing thousands from their homes.

National volunteers and rescue teams continue rescue operations, and national and local disaster councils have provided rice, assorted relief goods, used clothing, antibiotic and supplies.

In response to the Government’s request for international assistance, the United States, Japan, Germany and Australia have come forward with cash, goods, and search and rescue support, OCHA said. The UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) is also giving $60,000 and the UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) is supporting an agricultural needs assessment. OCHA has provided an emergency grant of $50,000.

* * * 

Colombia

24 December – A spate of attacks on human rights workers and organizations in Colombia has prompted the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) to call for an investigation.

Issuing a statement in Bogotá today, the agency condemned last Friday’s attack on the Colombian non-governmental organization (NGO) Corporación Casa de la Mujer by a group of unidentified armed men who stole computer files and documents.

That NGO partners with UNHCR in helping internally displaced women and their families. The UN agency has replaced the stolen equipment so work can continue.

The break-in was the latest in a series of incidents – some deadly – involving individuals and groups working for Colombia’s internally displaced people (IDPs). Last September, a member of a women’s IDP association in the southern city of Puerto Asís, Francis Girón Quilindo, was murdered. Another activist, Esperanza Amaris Miranda, was slain on 16 October in the northern city of Barrancabermeja. Other attacks and threats have been carried out against women involved in IDP groups in the Caribbean Coast region of Colombia.

UNHCR called on authorities to investigate all of these incidents and to prosecute those responsible. It also urged authorities to protect of those who have been threatened, as well as their families. 

The agency is in Colombia to promote the rights of IDPs and strengthen the response of the Government and civil society to forced displacement. It works in coordination with Colombian authorities, church groups, NGOs, IDP associations and other UN agencies.

Although 1 million IDPs are registered in Colombia, NGOs estimate that there could actually be close to 3 million. According to official sources, 74 per cent of the displaced are women and children. 

* * *
ICJ

24 December – With the conclusion of public hearings in a case Mexico brought against the United States over the rights of death row prisoners, judges at the International Court of Justice (ICJ) have begun deliberations on their ruling.

Mexico claims that the US broke its legal obligations to its neighbour when it did not inform 52 Mexican nationals of their right to contact their consular representatives “without delay” after their arrest. All the detainees are awaiting capital punishment after being convicted of serious crimes.

Mexico claims that this is a breach of the Vienna Convention on Consular Relations, and wants the US to annul the convictions and sentences or, failing that, to provide a “meaningful and effective review and reconsideration of the convictions and sentences.”

The US wants the Court to dismiss Mexico’s claim. Washington says that it has conformed its conduct to an earlier ICJ decision, known as the LaGrand case, about the treatment of detained foreign nationals.

In that 2001 ruling, the Court found that the US had breached its obligations to Germany and to Karl and Walter LaGrand – two German nationals who faced the death penalty – under the Vienna Convention on Consular Relations.

No date has been set for the ICJ to issue its judgment, which is binding and cannot be appealed.

* * *

Namibia

24 December – Denouncing Botswana’s recent deportation of eight Namibian asylum seekers to their home country, the United Nations refugee agency today pressed the Gaborone Government for an explanation.

The UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) also called Botswana’s action a violation of its “non-refoulement” policy, which prohibits the forced return of asylum-seekers to areas where they could face danger – a cornerstone of international refugee protection. The Namibians in question could be charged with high treason.

The agency said it was neither given a chance to look into the cases nor advised of the deportations. “We cannot accept that these asylum seekers were deported without a chance to explain their case,” said UNHCR’s representative in Botswana, Benny Otim.

After seeking asylum, the eight were removed from a detention centre for illegal immigrants in Francistown on 10 December. The authorities say they lost their claim to asylum after allegedly going back to visit Namibia while seeking asylum in Botswana.

Human rights groups agree that some of the men had gone back but stress that they were forced to flee again because of rising tensions in northeastern Namibia’s Caprivi Strip.

According to these groups, the men were reportedly seen on 15 December shackled and under heavy guard at a local court in a Caprivi Strip town near the border with Zambia. They have since allegedly been transferred to a maximum-security prison in Grootfontein in northern Namibia. UNHCR’s Namibia office is watching the case closely.

* * * 

Pollution

24 December – A protocol restricting the emission of three harmful heavy metals - cadmium, lead and mercury - will come into force on Monday as part of a United Nations treaty to protect the quality of the air over Europe.

The Protocol on Heavy Metals, ratified by 18 countries and the European Union, will be the seventh to enter into effect under the Convention on Long-range Transboundary Air Pollution of the UN Economic Commission for Europe (ECE).

“Heavy metals obviously are something that cause great concern for the global environment because they travel throughout oceans,” Werner Obermayer of the UN Environment Programme (UNEP) told the UN News Service. “We have recorded cases where heavy metals are found in fish, which make up the bulk of protein intake for people in coastal areas and the Arctic region.” He noted that in Europe, fish is an important food source in the Nordic countries.

“It is a very good development to recognize the link between environmental conservation and health,” he added.

Adopted in June 1998 in Aarhus, Denmark, the Protocol requires parties to reduce their emissions of cadmium, lead and mercury – identified as being harmful to human health – to levels below that of 1990, or an alternate year between 1985 and 1995.

The parties to the Protocol are also required to phase out leaded petrol, reduce heavy metal emissions from such products as batteries, and cut emissions from industrial sources such as iron and steel industry.

The 19 Parties that have signed the Protocol are Austria, Bulgaria, Canada, the Czech Republic, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Luxembourg, Monaco, the Netherlands, Norway, Moldova, Romania, Slovakia, Sweden, Switzerland, the United States and the European Union.

Meanwhile, ECE members have agreed to consider whether to add new persistent organic pollutants (POPs) to a list of those banned or restricted under a separate protocol of the same Convention. That protocol came into force in October.

At a recent meeting in Geneva, the parties agreed to a work plan for next year to examine the effectiveness of the protocol on POPs, which are believed to cause birth defects and stunt intellectual and physical development.

* *** *

DAILY PRESS BRIEFING BY THE OFFICES OF THE SPOKESMAN FOR THE SECRETARY-GENERAL AND THE SPOKESWOMAN FOR THE GENERAL ASSEMBLY PRESIDENT 
The following is a near-verbatim transcript of today’s noon briefing by Fred Eckhard, Spokesman for the Secretary-General, and Michele Montas, Spokeswoman for the General Assembly President.

Spokesman for the Secretary-General
**Iraqi meetings
Adnan Pachachi, January’s president of the Iraqi Governing Council, has agreed to come to New York, to meet with the Secretary-General on the 19th of January, most likely in the morning.  He’ll be accompanied by the president for December and the president for February, who make up a troika.  We’re in regular contact with the US Mission to the United Nations regarding possible participation by members of the Coalition Provisional Authority, but we have nothing definite to announce at this time.
**IAMB
Earlier this week in Washington, the International Advisory and Monitoring Board for Iraq met for a second time.   All members of that board have agreed to the following communiqué:
“The IAMB continued its discussion of organizational matters.  In particular, the IAMB reviewed the scope of work for the external auditors to be appointed by the Coalition Provisional Authority to audit the export sales of Iraqi oil, petroleum products and natural gas, and the operations of the Development Fund for Iraq, in accordance with United Nations Security Council resolution 1483 of 22 May 2003.
“The IAMB attaches the highest priority to this scope of work, and to this end IAMB will provide its comments to the Coalition Provisional Authority before the end of the year.”
We have copies of this text available upstairs.
**Security Council
There are no Security Council meetings scheduled for today.
Late yesterday afternoon, Council members said they welcomed Libya’s announcement that it will voluntarily abandon its programmes for developing weapons of mass destruction.  Speaking to reporters on behalf of the members, Security Council President Stefan Tafrov of Bulgaria said the Council looked forward to the early implementation of all the commitments made in the announcement including the subjection to urgent international verification.
We have the full text of his statement available upstairs.
**Comoros
In a statement on the Comoros islands attributable to the Spokesman and issued only in French, the Secretary-General welcomes the agreement on the Transitional Arrangements between the President of the Comoros Union and the autonomous islands of Anjouan, Mwali and Ngazidja.  This took place on the 20th of December in the Comorian capital of Moroni, in the presence of South African President and coordinator of the regional effort, Thabo Mbeki.
The Secretary-General calls on the parties to respect and implement the agreements which are a crucial step in the process of national reconciliation.  The full text is available in French upstairs.
**Afghanistan/World Bank
The World Bank has approved $166 million in credits for three projects in Afghanistan.  The Bank’s Board of Executive Directors approved the credits yesterday.  The money will go towards rebuilding communities and strengthening local governments, as well as providing water for farms and improving customs procedures.  We have a press release on that.

**UNFPA/Arab Parliamentarians
The UN Population Fund has welcomed promises made by Arab parliamentarians to pass a range of laws that would ensure women’s rights, eliminate the gender gap in education and employment, and prevent violence against women.

The parliamentarians made the vows as part of a declaration at the Fourth Arab Parliamentarian Forum on Population Development that was held in Morocco this month.  Taking note of many Arab countries’ high population growth rates, the legislators also called for governments to incorporate reproductive and sexual health in school curricula and to encourage peer education.
We have more details on that upstairs.
**Somalia
More than 1,500 families have been displaced in central Somalia due to continued fighting between clans.  UN humanitarian agencies report that the majority of the displaced are women, young children and the elderly.

The humanitarian consequences of these clashes are serious.  Fighting has led to the destruction of houses, water stores, and the looting and killing of livestock.  Access to clean water and health facilities is limited, and poor autumn rains have caused additional hardship for people and have adversely affected the health of livestock. 
For more information, we have a press release from the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs.
**Philippines Update
We have an update on the Philippines landslides.  The number of deaths caused by flooding, landslides, and a tornado in eight provinces in the central Philippines jumped to 143 from 90.  The UN’s Office of Humanitarian Affairs reports that more than 100 people are still missing.  Philippine authorities are providing shelter for almost 18,000 people.  For more information, we have an update upstairs.

**Colombia –- Attacks on human rights groups
In Colombia, the UN refugee agency has expressed deep concern over continuing attacks against human rights organizations, particularly those run by women.

Two women activists working with Colombia’s internally displaced people have been killed in recent months, and many others have been threatened and attacked.  The latest incident was a break-in last Friday at the office of a women’s organization in Bogota by a group of unidentified armed men who stole computer files and documents.
UNHCR has called upon Colombian authorities to investigate all of these incidents and to prosecute those responsible.  It also urges authorities to ensure the protection of those who have been threatened, including their families.
We have more information on that upstairs.
**ICJ/MEXICO/US
The International Court of Justice is deliberating the case of Avena and Other Mexican Nationals, also known as Mexico v. United States of America.  The case involves more than 50 Mexican nationals on death row in the United States.
Mexico claims the US has violated international law by denying the prisoners consular or diplomatic access.  Public hearings concluded on December 19, and the Court’s Judgment will be delivered at a public sitting, the date of which will be announced in due course.  And we have more information on that upstairs.
Mozambique/Health
And finally, Paul Hunt, the UN Special Rapporteur on the right to health, has just completed a mission to Mozambique at the invitation of the Government.  While commending the Mozambique Government for its policies for poverty reduction and health and its close cooperation with international partners, the Rapporteur notes that health indicators in Mozambique remain extremely weak.
The Rapporteur draws attention to the crucial importance of community participation and transparency in health matters, especially involving people affected by HIV/AIDS.  While the Government has anti-discrimination legislation in place, he notes that many people in Mozambique living with HIV/AIDS are being rejected by their families and fired from their jobs.
For more information, we have a press release on that.  Colum?
**Questions and Answers
Question:  On the troika, the individuals, Pachachi -- I guess one would be Hakim.  Who is the third one?
Spokesman:  I don’t have the name of the president for the month of February.  Of course the current President is Abdel Aziz El-Hakim.  [Correspondents were later informed by the Office of the Spokesman that Massoud Barzani was expected to be president of the Iraqi Governing Council for the month of February.]
Question:  And I’m assuming you haven’t had a response or reaction to the invitation from the United States, from the Coalition?
Spokesman:  Apart from what I already told you, that two very senior officials of the US Government said that this was a good idea, and we’ve been following up with the US Mission to the UN, we just don’t have anything to announce yet.
Question:  Is one of the officials President Bush?
Spokesman:  Yes.  Edie?
Question:  US officials, even as late as yesterday, were still saying that they had not received an invitation.  Now that there is a date, and I realize you have been following up, is there going to be some sort of a more formal invitation to the Coalition to send a representative?  And also, could you tell us what the main aim of the Secretary-General is going to be?
Spokesman:  I don’t think the Secretary-General feels that he needs to extend an invitation directly to the CPA, when he’s already done so to President Bush.  The objective of the meeting is to review with both the CPA and the Iraqi Governing Council the role that they would like to see the United Nations play, basically in two phases -- the one between now and the establishment of an interim Government at the end of June, and then the one to be played once a provisional Government is in place.  Mark?
Question:  Apart from these two phases, do you have any sort of official comment about what the Secretary-General feels about how difficult it would be in the second phase if any participation by the United Nations in the first phase is delayed or doesn’t happen at all?
Spokesman:  I don’t know that I would link those two.  I think we anticipate that our role in the first phase is the one that we would like further clarity on, and of course we will have to explain how we would carry out whatever it is they specifically tell us they would like us to take responsibility for, in light of the current security situation prevailing.  We feel that the second phase will probably be easier to define, and everyone’s hope is that the security situation would be better six months from now.
Question:  Just to follow up with that.  The Secretary-General said in the past, repeatedly, he’s expressed his belief that the security situation would be better when there will be a formal end to the occupation.  Is that still the official position –- the belief that when there’s a handover, the security situation will be, in fact, better?
Spokesman:  It is our recommendation for many months now, that identifying a specific date for the hand-over of power to the Iraqis would reduce tensions and be conducive to a general improvement in the security situation.  So we hope that will happen.  Bill?
Question:  Is this going to be a one-day session?
Spokesman:  I believe so.  I have not heard from the Security Council whether it has rescheduled its monthly luncheon for that day.  But even if they have not, it’s my understanding that Council Members have indicated they would like to speak with both groups of representatives.  So that would probably be arranged, whether it’s over lunch or not, and I suspect it would all take place on the 19th.
Question:  We have heard that the Coalition Provisional Authority or President Bush or Administration officials responded positively to the idea of holding this.  If that’s the case, is it just a matter of this date being okay with them, or the agenda or what are they communicating is their remaining issue here?
Spokesman:  It was just firmed up yesterday, so now we have to see if that will work for them, and then we have to be informed by them who would represent them on the 19th.
Question:  So they have not been approached about the specific date yet?
Spokesman:  They were informed yesterday, as soon as we heard from the Iraqi side that the 19th was the date that would work for them.  We immediately told the US Mission here of that date.  The bureaucracy, I assume, is working and as soon as they get…
Question:  Will this date be firm and even if they say, well sorry this date doesn’t work for us, nonetheless the Secretary-General is determined to go ahead with a meeting with the Governing Council on that date?
Spokesman:  I said yesterday that, if it has to be two meetings instead of one, he’ll be happy to do that.  His preference would be for one and we are still hoping that we will have representatives of the CPA here on the 19th.
Question:  Was there a feeling that there was a misunderstanding in the discussions that the Secretary-General was having with President Bush and Condi Rice?  You sort of came out after those conversations with the sense that you could have a three-way, and then yesterday you were saying, well, we’d be happy with the two-way even though we’d like a three-way.  Was there a sense of a communication gap?
Spokesman:  We had already had indications that from the Iraqi side the date needed to be moved a few days, so there was uncertainty in our minds as to whether that would also work for the CPA.  And we’re still waiting for an answer.
Question:  The issue never seemed for the Americans that they were committed on either date, whether it would have been on the 15th or on the 19th, it seems to be an issue of substance for them.
Spokesman:  Well, I told you that both people the Secretary-General spoke to, which we’ve now identified as President Bush and Condoleezza Rice, indicated they thought this was a good idea and we expected then that they would follow through to line it up.  Whether Mr. Bremer, for example, would be available on the 15th, the 16th or the 19th, we don’t know.  I’m sure once they determine who would be available now on the 19th, we’ll hear from them.  Mark?
Question:  Do you have a reaction from the Secretary-General about the budget and about not getting everything he asked for?
Spokesman:  I don’t think you ever get 100 per cent in a negotiation, and I think, from the Secretariat’s point of view, we’re pleased with the responsiveness of the Member States to the Secretary-General’s reform initiatives -- the steps they took in this budget to enable those reforms to move forward.  I think he’s probably quite pleased with the result. 
Thank you very much.
Spokeswoman for the General Assembly President
Thank you Fred.  Good afternoon.

The General Assembly concluded last night its work for the first part of the Fifty-eighth Session of the United Nations General Assembly.  “Given the challenges we faced at the beginning and throughout the session, what we have been able to achieve together, and the ambitious agenda we have set ourselves for the remainder of the session”, President Julian Hunte said, “it is safe to say that this session has thus far been nothing short of extraordinary”.

The gavel came down 281 times as resolutions were adopted throughout, on a number of critical and varied issues including HIV/AIDS, Financing for Development, traffic in small arms, human rights, terrorism, cloning, humanitarian assistance, or the revitalization of the General Assembly itself.     

In his closing statement, President Julian Hunte underlines some of the difficulties in reaching agreement on several of these issues.  “We all know”, he said, “that it was not easy, and in fact at times, it was exceptionally difficult.  But each of our steps forward spoke volumes about our determination to reach accommodation, even when the challenges seemed intractable”.

Last night, the General Assembly capped its substantive session with the adoption of the United Nations 2004-2005 budget of some $3.16 billion.  You have just heard the details on the budget.

In an earlier meeting, yesterday afternoon, the General assembly adopted 37 draft resolutions and seven draft decisions recommended by its Second Committee (Economic and Financial).

The first substantive part of the session is over.  What have we accomplished in light of the priorities set out by the President of the 58th Session?

One important priority was addressing the challenges to sustainable development.

On 22 September, the General Assembly convened a High-level plenary meeting on HIV/AIDS, to assess the worldwide fight against HIV/AIDS, two years after Member States agreed to a time-bound set of targets to roll back the disease.  One hundred and thirty-six speakers, among them 19 heads of State, participated in the one-day high-level plenary.  The President of the Assembly then urged interventions that go hand in hand with policies that address poverty, socio-economic development, human welfare and social cohesion. 

On the same development priorities, hechaired on 21 October 2003, a panel discussion on International Cooperation in Tax Matters as it was felt that taxation is one of the major instruments of domestic resource mobilization.  On 27 October 2003, in the same perspective, President Julian Hunte also chaired anopen-ended panel on commodities.  More than one quarter of the United Nations 191 Member States rely on commodity exports for more than 50 per cent of their export earnings.

On 29 October, theAssemblyopened a two-day high-level dialogue on Implementation of Financing for Development Commitments.  The aim of the Dialogue was to re-energize the global community's focus on issues relating to trade, aid, debt, investment and the international financial architecture.  The High-level Dialogue was to assess the implementation of the outcome of the 2002 International Conference on Financing for Development, held in Monterrey.

President Hunte feels that the priorities on globalization and trade liberalization issues including commodities trading and corporate accountability were properly put in focus during these meetings.

I have talked extensively in previous briefings of the major priority of revitalization and what has been accomplished there.

In the field of peace and security, another one of the priorities established by the fifty-eighth session was to addressthe situation in the Middle East.  This issue was brought three times to the General Assembly during the first part of the session in the form of requests to resume the 10th Emergency Session on Palestine, after a majority of Member States were dissatisfied over a United States veto in the Security Council -- on 19 September 2003,on 21 October 2003andearlier this month, when the Assembly, meeting in a resumption of its tenth emergency session on Palestine, adopted a resolution asking the International Court of Justice (ICJ) to urgently render an opinion on the construction of the wall.  On 19 December, the principal judicial body of the United Nations, the ICJ, decided to open hearings next February on the legal consequences of Israel's construction of a separation barrier in the occupied Palestinian territory.

The work of the session is not over.  In his closing remarks, President Hunte said “the forthcoming period will be a demanding one, filled with challenge and great opportunity.  We have laid out a very demanding agenda for what remains of our session.  On revitalization alone, our consensus resolution commits us to take up four key issues:  scheduling of future General Assembly sessions, including the work of the Main Committees and subsidiary and related bodies; rationalization of the Assembly’s Agenda; clustering and elimination of items; and rationalization of the working methods of the Main Committees”. 

President Hunte has asked me, as the year ends, to convey to all United Nations correspondents his wishes, to you and your families, for a successful and very happy New Year.

I would like personally to extend the same wishes to you and tell you how much I have enjoyed working with you during the last four months.

Thank you.

* *** *
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