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War Threatens Fragile Iraqi Marshes, Birds 

                      CAMBRIDGE, UK, February 24, 2003 (ENS) - Threats posed to the  environment by war in Iraq have been identified by BirdLife International, a  global alliance of national conservation nongovernmental organizations   working in more than 100 countries. In a package of information, maps and  photos sent to the United Nations Environment Programme, the five  permanent members of the UN Security Council - China, France, Russia, the  UK and USA - and the Government of Iraq, the organization outlined threats   to local people and key natural sites. 

                      Iraq contains 42 Important Bird Areas, and the Mesopotamian Marshes Endemic Bird Area, which is inhabited by those birds native to Iraq and found  nowhere else. 

                      Oil well fire, Gulf War 1991  (Photo courtesy U.S. Army)

                      Unsuspecting birds  migrating across Iraq on their ages old flight  paths will encounter oil spills, fires, toxics and  blasts. 

                      "Waders and waterbirds will be particularly at risk from  oil spills because Iraq  is at the northern end of the Arabian Gulf  which is one of the top  five sites in the world  for wintering wader birds and a key                      refuelling area for  hundreds of thousands of migratory waterbirds  during the spring and autumn period," said                      Mike Evans, a BirdLife  researcher who visited  the Arabian Gulf in 1991. 

                      In 1991 BirdLife International and the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds  sent three teams of scientists to the Gulf region to collaborate with the National Commission for Wildlife Conservation and Development, known as BirdLife in Saudi Arabia, to assess the environmental impacts of the Gulf War and resulting oil pollution. The results were published in the "Journal of the Ornithological Society of the Middle East." 

                      The BirdLife package delivered Wednesday and other reports show that the 1990-1991 Gulf War resulted in the largest marine oil spills in history with six  to eight million barrels of crude oil spilled, severely polluting 560 kilometers  (347 miles) of coast, obliterating intertidal ecosystems and resulting in large oil  slicks that damaged the northern Arabian Gulf. Extensive mechanical damage by the armies harmed the fragile desert crust and its ecosystem, BirdLife said. 

                      Based on the environmental damage caused by the 1990-1991 Gulf War and data on the environmental effects of recent conflicts in Yugoslavia and Afghanistan, BirdLife identified seven risks to the environment and  biodiversity - and as a consequence also to local people - posed by war:

                         1.Physical destruction and disturbance of natural habitats of international importance and wildlife resulting from weapons use 

                         2.Toxic pollution of natural habitats and wildlife resulting from oil spills or oil-well fires caused by fighting or deliberate damage 

                         3.Radiological, chemical or bio-toxic contamination of natural habitats  and wildlife resulting from the use of weapons of mass destruction and conventional bombing of military or industrial facilities 

                         4.Physical destruction of natural habitats and wildlife resulting from increased human pressure caused by mass movements of refugees -  water pollution, use of wood as fuel, hunting of wildlife. 

                         5.Burning of wetland and forest vegetation as a result of fighting or  deliberate damage 

                         6.Desertification made worse by military vehicles and weapons use 

                         7.Extinction of endemic species or subspecies 

                      "Until recently the impact of war on nature has often been ignored or obscured by the conflict itself," said Dr. Michael Rands, director and chief executive of BirdLife International from the organization's Cambridge  headquarters. "As the 1990-1991 Gulf War showed, such conflicts have  devastating effects on the environment, biodiversity and the quality of life of  local people long after the cessation of hostilities." 

   Mesopotamian marshlands  (Photo courtesy Iraq  Foundation)

BirdLife says 16  globally threatened or  near threatened bird  species occur in the  country, plus three                                                     unique endemic wetland bird species -  Iraq Babbler, Basra  Reed Warbler, Grey Hypocolius. 

"It was the heart  rending image of an oiled bird that became a symbol of the  environmental impact                                                     of the first Gulf War.  BirdLife International  hopes that images ofoiled birds do not once again fill our television                                                          screens in 2003," said Dr. Rands. 

Before their near total destruction between 1991 and 2002, the  15,000 square kilometer  Mesopotamian                                                          marshlands formed one  of the most extensive wetland ecosystems in western Eurasia. 

This complex of interconnected freshwater lakes, marshes and inundated   floodplains follows the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, extending from Baghdad  in the north to Basra in the south. Today only 50 square kilometers remain,  but these remnants have the potential to help restore the marshlands, the organization says. 

The United Nations Environment Programme report on the Mesopotamian  Marshlands issued last year shows that destruction of the marshes in the   1990s had a devastating effect on wildlife and people, with an impact on                      global biodiversity from Siberia to southern Africa. 

"Mammals and fish that existed only in the marshlands are now considered  extinct. Coastal fisheries in the northern Gulf, dependent on the marshlands  for spawning grounds, have also experienced a sharp decline," the UNEP  report states. A sub-species of otter and the bandicoot rat are believed to  have become extinct. 

The impact of this destruction has deprived the indigenous Ma'dan people  who have lived in these marshes for 5,000 years, pursuing a sustainable way of life based on the abundant fish and wildlife living in the wetlands, of their traditional homeland. 

These marshlands were spawning grounds for a multi-million dollar shrimp  fishery in the Arabian Gulf and also provided 60 percent of fish eaten in Iraq. Most of Iraq's rice, sugarcane and water buffalo used to be reared in the                      marshlands. 

The the Mesopotamian Marshlands were also heavily degraded by the1980-1988 Iran-Iraq war. Much of the fighting in that war took place in and  around these wetlands resulting in extensive burning, heavy bombing and the  widespread use of napalm and chemical weapons. 

"A new war in Iraq could lead to their final destruction," said BirdLife in its   submission to UNEP, Iraq, and the Security Council. __________________________________________________________________________________________
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February 24, 2003 

      Intricacies of Balancing Environmental Concerns 

      Environmentalists wound up their recent meeting in Nairobi on February 7 after a five-day deliberation. The  high profile meeting, the 22nd Session of the UNEP Governing Council, was a follow-up to the World Summit  on Sustainable Development held in Johannesburg last year. It remains to be seen if the recommendations  passed at the Session will save the world from environmental degradation caused by human activity, writes  Joseph K'Amolo 

      Man's activities are putting him at crossroads with nature, signalling a threat to his own very existence. In

      the manifestation of all these, Africa appears to be more vulnerable to prevailing environmental challenges

      than any other continent. Activities that continue to strangle the continent's environment include

      deforestation, loss of biodiversity, and over-harvesting of natural resources. Besides, the continent faces

      poverty, poor sanitation facilities, inadequate supply of clean and safe water, and bad urban conditions, all

      of which are manifestations of an unfavourable environment. 

      Poverty in Africa is a serious issue, since it has direct link with environmental degradation. Much as it is

      complex and multidimensional, it is one of the driving forces of environmental degradation. 

      While it is widely believed that the solution to poverty might be found in rapid industrialisation, it must be

      done within the framework of sustainable development. The continent has considerable resources that have

      not been processed in optimally beneficial ways. There may be need to add value to its natural resources

      and agricultural commodities. 

      Industrialisation would create employment opportunities for the people and raise financial resources needed

      to promote accelerated economic growth. 

      The environment should be able to meet present needs without compromising those of the future, hence

      environmental consideration should be well integrated into development agendas for sustainable growth. This  requires policies that focus on sustainable development, rather than just economic development and growth.

      However, it cannot be said that Africa has lagged behind in formulating environmental policies to check its

      grim environmental picture. It has in the past developed and tried to implement various sectoral policies with  varying levels of impacts. 

      Nonetheless, it is clear its efforts have generally not been fruitful. 

      The environment has continued to deteriorate, leaving millions of people more vulnerable to environmental

      change than ever before, states Africa Environment Outlook 2002, a UN publication. 

      In another scenario, environmental mismanagement in the continent continues to suffer in the hands of

      increase in population. 

      As people scramble for space, encroachment into forest reserves becomes a norm. Forests begin to

      disappear. The consequences of this can only be measured in terms of the decline in water catchment areas

      and expansion of deserts. 

      The other negative result of rising populations is reflected in the increasing demand for food, causing people  to cultivate marginal areas and sensitive ecological sites. In some instances, fragile lands have been

      ploughed or have been settled by displaced people. The pressure manifests itself in degradation of the land,

      evidenced by soil erosion, loss of productivity, and dwindling biodiversity. 

      Africa Environment Outlook 2002 warns that the future generation might not be able to pay this

      environmental debt. 

      Africa's predicament is seen in yet another dilemma, where the First World introduces trade policies that

      frustrate entry of Africa's agricultural products into their markets, but encourage dumping of products from developed world into Africa. 

      Globally, a comprehensive look at the world reveals that it is still under threat of multiple atmospheric

      pollutants, which include acid-forming sulphates and nitrates, gaseous sulphur-dioxide, and heavy metals. 

      Wind currents, rivers and streams carry pollutants thousands of kilometres from their sources. Environmental problems thus transcend boundaries. Enormous spills of dyes, insecticides, and mercury among other  hazardous wastes have had serious consequences. 

      On an even larger scale, the global environmental problems of ozone depletion, climate change,

      deforestation, and the loss of the earth's biological diversity, threaten all nations. One country working alone  to remedy environmental degradation is powerless in the face of these problems. 

      It is in this spirit that the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), through its 22nd Session of

      the Governing Council, brought together delegates from across the world to chart the way forward to

      sustainable development. The delegates included environment ministers, activists, scholars and legal

      experts. 

      The blueprint for the Session had been set by the World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD). The Governing Council meeting was thus to endorse implementation of WSSD resolutions. 

      Some of the serious environmental concerns included what a UNEP report, compiled by a team of experts,

      revealed on the status of mercury pollution. 

      Africa, a continent that for long could not be identified with industrial pollution, is not spared by the report. It lists the continent as the second largest culprit in mercury emission after Asia. 

      Europe and North America occupy third and fourth positions respectively. The rise in mercury emission is

      attributed to increased use of fossil fuel, particularly coal-fired power stations, and increase in waste

      incinerators. 

      Pollution from fossil fuel combustion dates back well over a century to Industrial Revolution period. That,

      there is increase in the use of combustion of fossil fuel to meet the demand by both developing and

      developed countries, is something to worry about. It is causing anxiety because there are no control

      mechanisms. 

      Mercury is known to be able to travel hundreds of miles, contaminating places far away from the origin. Most people get exposed to this hazardous metal, particularly methyl mercury, through eating contaminated fish. 

      Pollution caused by coal burning is not limited to mercury emission. 

      There are other pollutants associated with coal-fired power stations that need control as well. They are

      sulphur and nitrogen-oxide emissions. 

      Another environmental concern is that cities in Africa and other urban centres are dotted with garbage

      heaps that emit choking odours. 

      Ironically, even Nairobi, the seat of the UN body charged with environmental matters (UNEP), is such an

      eye-sore in this respect. 

      All these spell doom for mankind, and more so, for the future generation. The world is therefore in dire need of a quick solution to reverse the trend. __________________________________________________________________________________________Africa News 

February 24, 2003 Monday 

Information Workshop Ends in Palm Grove 

      A one-day workshop for stakeholders on Chemicals Management Information Exchange and Networking

      project (CIEN) which aims to enhance capacities for countries to obtain and share information needed for

      the decision making process in the field of chemical management recently ended at Palm Grove Hotel. 

      The project is to eliminate barriers to information exchange by facilitating access to technical information on chemicals on the internet, and to strengthen national capacity for environmental sound management of      chemicals with a view to protecting human health and the environment. In his remarks, Dodou Jawneh DPS,      Department of State for Natural Resources and the Environment said "access to information on chemicals      and pesticides on the internet is critical to building capacity for sound chemical management and also      providing a gateway to valuable scientific, technical, economical and legal information". 

      The Deputy Executive Director, NEA Momodou Sarr revealed that the project was initiated and sponsored by UNEP in collaboration with US- EPA. He said NEA is the focal point for the project implementation of      Persistent Organic Pollutants (POP) and base conventions from which the project is being focused on as the      executing institution. He further called on participants to discuss the needs and priorities for accessing      information exchange at the national level, and to identify local trainees for the task. 

      Mr. Baboucarr Badjan, Project focal person and Ozone Programme officer  said "the project was an outcome  of a sub-regional seminar on the coordinated implementation of chemicals or wastes multilateral      environmental agreements which is being held in Cotonou, Benin". 

      The deliberations of the workshop revolved around access to wealth of information on chemicals and      specialized Database and building a country's own database system. 

_____________________________________________________________________________________
Reuters

Kenya seizes major haul of poached ivory
  NAIROBI - Kenyan wildlife authorities announced yesterday they had seized their biggest haul of illegal ivory since 2000 and said they feared the easing of a ban on ivory trade could lead to a rise in elephant poaching. 

  Kenya Wildlife Service (KWS) officials said five people were arrested on Sunday after KWS officers, acting on a tip-off, ambushed their vehicle, near Kenya's northern border with Ethiopia. 

  The officers recovered 33 tusks, or 361 kg (796 lb) of ivory. It was the biggest haul since 537 kg was seized in 2000. 

  Last November, the United Nations Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES) voted to allow three southern African nations to stage one-off sales of their ivory stock piles. 

  Kenya vehemently opposed the decision, saying even limited, regulated sales would encourage poaching. 

  At a press conference at KWS's Nairobi headquarters yesterday, Environment Minister Newton Kulundu said although Sunday's haul could not be directly related to the easing of trade restrictions, Kenya was adamant a ban on all ivory trade should remain in place. 

  "We are disturbed by the trend of poaching in parks," Kulundu said. "We maintain that the ban should stay. Our elephant population which stands at 27,000 will be wiped out in a year if it is lifted," he told reporters. 

  Kulundu said KWS has an ivory stockpile of about 27 tonnes which it hopes to give to museums in Europe and Africa. 

  "There is a trust fund set up by non-governmental organisations that could take the ivory on a non-commercial basis for people to see  what tusks look like," Kulundu said. 

  "The money that would generate would be ploughed back into animal conservation." 

  KWS CITES coordinator Paula Kahumbu said two committees would sit before next year's CITES convention in Thailand to decide whether Namibia, South Africa and Botswana have fulfilled the necessary conditions to sell off their stockpiles. 

  Story Date: 26/2/2003 


____________________________________________________________________________________

Gulf Daily News

Protect natural resources plea 

By TARIQ KHONJI

A CALL to protect Bahrain's environment went out to the nation yesterday.  It came from Southern Governor and Public Commission for the Protection of Marine Resources, Environment and Wildlife head Shaikh Abdulla bin Hamad Al Khalifa. Protection of the environment is ingrained in Bahrain's constitution and is among the reforms initiated by His Majesty King Hamad, said Shaikh Abdulla.

"Environmental protection should be ingrained at all levels of our society, public and private," he said.

"All segments of society have a responsibility to participate in protecting the environment. "The environment is an issue that concerns all human beings and Bahrain has placed it among its priorities."

Eco-tourismShaikh Abdulla was speaking at the opening of a one-day symposium on eco-tourism, which was held at the Sheraton Hotel yesterday.It was held under Shaikh Abdulla's patronage and participants included representatives of governmental and non-governmental organisations related to the protection of marine resources, the environment and wildlife as well as school students.There were papers presented by the Information Ministry's Tourism Affairs, the Labour and Social Affairs Ministry, the GCC Joint Tourism Committee, the Interior Ministry's Southern Governorate and the United Nations Environment Programme (Unep).The public commission and Tourism Affairs will also issue a special book on eco-tourism which has been prepared by public commission secretary-general Dr Ismail Al Madani.Tourism Affairs Assistant Under-Secretary Mubarak Al Atwi said that tourism should be nurtured because it is one of the most important industries in Bahrain, attracting visitors and investors as well as providing jobs.He said that protecting the environment and tourism development go hand in hand."Care for the environment is a sign of development and culture," he said.Strategy"Bahrain's tourism strategy is based on interacting positively with the environment and following rules and laws."Dr Al Madani said that Bahrain should follow the example of Egypt's Sharm El Sheikh, which has managed to create an international reputation for itself in little over a year."They were able to turn the area into such a popular destination through developing its rich natural resources and through the establishment of protected areas," he said."Eco-tourism depends on benefiting from a country's natural resources and investment in protecting and developing them. This will support the country's environment and ensure its sustainability."

____________________________________________________________________________________​​​​_____

Inter Press Service

 February 24, 2003, Monday

Blair moves away fromU.S. on global warming

            British Prime Minister Tony Blair announced ambitious targets Monday to check global warming - and thereby took a step away from the U.S. position.

      "The recent divisions in international relations are plain," Blair told a meeting on sustainable development in  London. "I remain hopeful we can pull people round to a common position. But in reality they mask a deeper  and more worrying divide. The world is in danger of polarizing around two different agendas." 

      Blair described global warming and the climate change this is causing as the most serious agenda over which  there is a divide. Such issues, he said, are "just as devastating in their potential impact, some more so."

      Blair said "There will be no lasting peace while there is appalling injustice and poverty. There will be no

      genuine security if the planet is ravaged by climate change."

      Blair said that extreme weather events caused damage worth $ 55 billion last year. The United Nations

      Environment Program had said that loss from severe weather is doubling every decade, Blair pointed out.

      "We will continue to make the case to the U.S. and to others that climate change is a serious threat that

      we must address together as an international community," he said. Blair warned of the divide over the issue  of climate change. "The polarity is there," he said. "And it is dangerous. It divides sometimes along left-right  lines. It divides along north-south lines. It divides the U.S. and its allies from the rest."

      Blair said the Kyoto Protocol on climate change was an "enormous achievement" but was not "radical

      enough." Global emission of greenhouse gases have risen 10 per cent since 1990, with a 35 percent increase in developing countries, he said. "At best Kyoto will mean a reduction of 2 percent in emissions." And even  this target, he said, had "proved controversial with some countries, notably America."

      Blair said Britain hoped to go for a 60 percent cut in emissions by 2050 by harnessing new technologies. Blair   based his target on a report from the Imperial College in London, which says that emissions can be reduced  60 percent using known technologies, and at reasonable cost.

      Solar energy can supply world energy demand using just 1 percent of the land currently under crops and

      pasture, Blair said. "There is also huge potential from wind, wave and other renewable technologies," he

      said. Britain is looking to tidal sites to provide a sixth of its energy needs. He also signaled a departure away  from nuclear energy for the future.

      Blair said it is a "myth that reducing emissions makes us poorer." He said British economy has grown 17

      percent since 1997 while emissions fell 5 percent.

      A white paper on energy launched Monday by Trade and Industry Secretary Patricia Hewitt sets out the aim  of producing 20 percent of energy from renewable sources by 2020. But the environment group WWF warned that the white paper "lacks the substance to deliver the government's rhetoric." The paper announces an aim but has "no clear medium-term strategy for delivering the development of sustainable energy      technologies."

      The government has also not said "how it intends to deliver real emissions reductions and long-term

      investment in low carbon technologies," says Andrew Lee, director of campaigns with WWF.

      Friends of the Earth welcomed the plans to work towards cutting climate changing emissions of carbon

      dioxide but warned: "These plans must be accompanied by clear timetables, targets and investment if they

      are to be achieved." It said the government had "intervened to water down specific pledges in the white

      paper."

      Energy campaigner for Friends of the Earth said: "It appears that at long last the Government accepts that

      the nuclear dream is over, and that a huge investment in renewable energy and efficiency is needed to

      secure our energy needs and combat climate change."

      Greenpeace also welcomed the announcements but said: "The dropping of firm targets for renewable energy   from the paper could put investment into renewable energy projects at risk. Investors and developers

      needed the government to make a clear long-term commitment to the renewable industry, by setting a clear

      target."

__________________________________________________________________________________________

Inter Press Service

February 24, 2003, Monday

 Climate change yes, but where and when'

       In all this talk of climate change, we hear almost nothing about where the climate will change, and how, and

      when.

      Difficult questions, but the Intergovernmental Panel for Climate Change (IPCC) will attempt to answer them

      as its fourth assessment review gets under way, the panel's chairperson Dr Rajendra Pachauri told IPS in an

      interview.

      Wait three years, and the IPCC - established in 1988 jointly by the World Meteorological Organization and

      the United Nations Environment Program - will at least attempt to provide some answers.

      "We will try to come up with the nature and extent of climate change for different regions of the world."

      Some broad patterns are discernible already, says Dr. Pachauri. "The increase in earth temperature is higher

      on average in the northern areas." 

      The study over the next few years will mean for example a projection specific to South Asia "where sea-rise

      levels look likely and changes in the pattern of glacier melting and the monsoons can have a very serious

      consequence for water availability and agriculture."

      The fourth report will look therefore at the link between climate change and sustainable development.

      There are no certainties because what the climate throws at us will depend at least partly on what we

      throw into the air. On carbon dioxide, mostly. "Before industrialization we saw 270 parts per million of carbon  dioxide in the atmosphere. Now we are seeing close to 390 parts per million."

      That matters because carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases, gases believed to contribute to global

      warming, form "a sort of blanket around the earth," explains the IPCC chief. "The earth absorbs radiation,

      but the rest gets re-radiated. This gets blocked by the carbon dioxide blanket, and comes back to earth."

      This traps heat around the earth.

      Several of the developed countries agreed to in Kyoto in Japan in 1997 in what came to be known as the

      Kyoto Protocol to reduce emissions on average by around 5 percent up to 2012.

      "But this is only scratching the surface," says Pachauri. "It can at most make only a very minor difference to

      the concentration of greenhouse gases." The reduction so far has been on average no more than 3 percent,

      and that too among countries who have ratified the treaty, he added.

      The U.S. controversially withdrew from the Kyoto Protocol soon after President George Bush was elected

      two years ago. This seems to worry Dr Pachauri far less than it has many other environmentalists. The

      Kyoto Protocol is itself a marginal step, and no harm is done "if the U.S. stays out and does

      more subsequently," he says.

      Make no mistake, climate patterns are changing.

      "We are not talking microclimate changes due to local factors," Dr. Pachauri says. For example, high use of

      concrete in a big city will mean storage of heat, and there can be other such local factors. But there is no

      denying that the average mean temperature on earth rose 0.6 per cent in the last century., he says.

      "There is enough evidence of glaciers melting, and bodies of snow and ice retreating, and of a measured rise

      in sea level," he says. Climate patterns have always changed for natural reasons "but we have never before

      seen this rate of increase."

      The IPCC made a series of projections in its controversial third assessment review published in 2001 that the

      temperature of earth would rise by another 1.4 to 5.8 degrees Centigrade during the course of this century.

      "That is on the strength of present patterns without policy induced changes," Dr. Pachauri says. "If we take

      very strong steps, we will of course get different results."

      The IPCC projection in its third assessment has been challenged by some economists on the ground that it

      uses unreliable criteria in assuming economic growth. That provokes debate because of perceived links that

      economic growth means greater industrialization, which leads to greater emissions and which then affect the

      climate pattern.

      Dr. Pachauri says different measures for economic growth as expressed in a country's gross domestic

      product (GDP) are significant for relative measures across different countries, "but this does not make a

      difference when looking at growth rates," he says. "It is like measuring rise in temperature in centigrade

      or Fahrenheit, it makes no difference to the growth rate itself."

      But the fourth review will nevertheless adopt several new approaches, and "may come up with a revised set

      of figures," Dr. Pachauri says. The IPCC studies have been carried out so far by three groups, one looking at

      science, one at impact and adaptation issues, and the third at mitigation efforts. The fourth review will look

      more closely at "gaps and linkages" and work to "build in much greater consistency."

__________________________________________________________________________________________

ENS

Blair Urges 60 Percent Global Greenhouse Gas Cuts

LONDON, UK, February 24, 2003 (ENS) - To stop further damage to the global climate a 60 percent reduction in emissions by 2050 is required, UK Prime  Minister Tony Blair said today in a major speech on sustainable development  in which he committed Britain to the 60 percent cut. Speaking at an event   organized by the United Nations Sustainable Development Commission, he  set out the case for a new international consensus to tackle key issues of  sustainable development like climate change. 

Today, Blair and Swedish Prime Minister Goran Persson wrote a joint letter to  the Greek Prime Minister, Costas Simitis, in his capacity as President of the European Council. In it the two nations confirm their ambition to reduce emissions across the European Union by 60 percent by 2050, and their commitment to policies that will demonstrate how it can be achieved. 

                      UK Prime Minister Tony Blair greets Greek  President Costas Simitis at Number 10                      Downing St. when he assumed the position  of EU President which he will hold until June 30. (Photo by Terry O'Neill courtesy Office of the Prime Minister)

                      Climate change is a crucial long term global security issue comparable to  the immediate security threat posed

                      by weapons of mass destruction,

                      Blair said. 

                      "The world is in danger of   polarizing around two different agendas," warned Blair. "On the  one hand there are the very clear and dangerous threats of unstable  states developing or proliferating weapons of mass destruction and the evil of terrorism exemplified by  September 11th. These are the issues, if you like, of immediate security. They  are a threat we can see confronting us directly and now." 

                      "On the other hand, there are the issues that affect us over time. They are just as devastating in their potential impact, some more so, but they require   reflection and strategy geared to the long term, often straddling many years  and many governments," said the British Prime Minister, now in his second   term. 

                      Within the long term category, said Blair, are "issues of global poverty,  relations between the Moslem world and the West, environmental degradation, most particularly climate change." 

                      Calling climate change "unquestionably the most urgent environmental challenge," Blair said the only answer is to construct "a common agenda that  recognizes both sets of issues have to be confronted for the world's security and prosperity to be guaranteed." He said his government will continue to  make the case, "to the U.S. and to others, that climate change is a serious  threat that we must address together as an international community." 

                      Blair stressed the potential of technological development to achieving  transition to "a truly low-carbon economy" without causing the sort of economic damage feared by countries like the United States. 

                      Blair said Britain is "well on the way" to meeting its greenhouse gas reduction  target of 12.5 percent under the United Nations Kyoto climate protocol, which  U.S. President George W. Bush rejected. 

                                                 Allies UK Prime Minister Tony Blair (left) and U.S. President George W. Bush share a  laugh at a NATO meeting in May 2002.   (Photo by Paul Morse courtesy The White House)

                                                 "But while the Kyoto Protocol was  "an enormous achievement," Blair                                                warned, "it is clear Kyoto is not  radical enough." He acknowledged   that it represents the most that is                                                 "politically achievable" at this time.    Global emissions of greenhouse  gases have risen 10 percent since                      1990, with a 35 percent increase in developing countries, and Blair said even  the Kyoto Protocol limits and deadlines will not be enough to avert global  warming. 

                      "At best Kyoto will mean a reduction of two percent in emissions. That is better than emissions just continuing to rise and rise. But we know now, from  further research and evidence, that to stop further damage to the climate we   need a reduction in 60 percent reduction worldwide," the Prime Minister said,  relying on the 2000 report of a Royal Commission on Environmental  Protection. 

                      Many, including the Bush administration, see the Kyoto Protocol as a threat  to the pursuit of economic growth, but said Blair, "I believe this needn't be the case. If we harness new technology the evidence is mounting that we can  achieve a target of 60 percent - and at reasonable cost." 

                      The solutions to climate change, such as hydrogen fueled vehicles, are not expensive "against the scale of the problem," said Blair. It is "a myth" that  reducing emissions makes us poorer, he said. "The UK's economy has grown   by nearly 17 percent since 1997," when the Blair government took office, he  said. "In that time, emissions have fallen by five percent." 

                      There are "clear economic advantages" for Britain in taking the lead in combating climate change, Blair said. "We have enormous potential in this   field - in our universities, our research institutes, our businesses." 

                      "Today I am pleased to announce its first large portfolio of projects - including fuel cells, wave power, photovoltaics and CHP [cogenerated heat  and power] - which together will amount to £70 million in combined  public-private investment," Blair said. 

                      Britain's commitment on cutting carbon dioxide emissions was included in a  long anticipated energy white paper, which puts an end to months of speculation over national policy on renewable energies and nuclear power. A   new ambition of a 20 percent share of electricity from renewables by 2020 is  included. 

                      The question of possible new nuclear power capacity is left open. 

                      Ensuring security of energy supply drives the white paper. Britain is set to   become a net importer of energy in 2010 for the first time in 30 years. Under a  business as usual scenario by 2020 around 75 percent of primary energy  supplies will be imported. 

                      Better energy efficiency, establishment of the forthcoming EU carbon trading  scheme and planning system changes to remove obstacles to new renewables infrastructure build are included. 

                      While Blair's speech seemed to place Britain in the vanguard of the battle  against global warming, government environment adviser Sir Jonathon Porritt   has warned that the UK would fall `"well short'' of its goal of cutting carbon   dioxide emissions by 20 percent by 2010 unless major policy changes are  made, particularly on reducing car use. 

                      Today Blair did not mention his government's previous commitment to cut carbon dioxide emissions by 20 percent over 1990 levels by 2010. 

                      Blair did stress that his government is acting to clean up the environment,  "not just globally, but locally," in towns and cities, where "the environment is overwhelmingly an issue of concern for the poorest citizens in our communities." 

                      "It is the poorest that live in the worst housing, and are the most affected by   traffic pollution, live closest to landfill sites and have the worst graffiti and  litter problems," the Prime Minister said. 

                      Friends of the Earth UK Director Tony Juniper commented, "Tony Blair's  speech today contained important passages about the relationship between poverty, social exclusion and environmental damage. The need for environmental justice has been the central theme of Friends of the Earth's  campaigning for a number of years. Mr Blair's clear understanding of this crucial issue is very welcome." 

                      But, said Juniper, many of the UK's environmental problems are getting worse, not better, under the Blair government. "Greenhouse gas emissions are not  falling. Road traffic is rising. And so is the amount of household waste being  sent to landfill." 

                      Juniper called for "specific and radical targets and timetables," backed with sufficient funding. "Otherwise we may simply return in a year or two to hear  the same pledges and depressing realities all over again." 

__________________________________________________________________________________________

ENS

Global Warming Driving Pika Losses 

                      By Cat Lazaroff 

                      WASHINGTON, DC, February 25, 2003 (ENS) - The pika - a small mammal that  makes its home on the talus slopes of western mountains in North America -     may be one of the first animals to fall victim to global warming, new research suggests. A study published this month shows that global warming may have                      contributed to local extinctions of American pika populations in the Great Basin area, between the Sierra Nevada and Rocky Mountains. 

                      A smaller relative of rabbits and hares, with shorter, rounded ears, American pikas can be heard calling back and forth with high pitched squeaks near the  homes among broken rocks on high elevation slopes in the mountains of the western United States and southwestern Canada. 

                      But new research published in the February 2003 issue of the "Journal of  Mammalogy" indicates that pikas have already begun to vanish from these  mountains. 

                      The American pika, a smaller relative  of rabbits and hares, may be North  America's first mammalian victim of

                      global warming. (Photo courtesy J. MacKenzie/www.pikaworks.com/US  Newswire)

                      According to the new study,  global warming appears to have contributed to local extinctions of American pika  populations during the latter  part of the 20th century. If the   global warming trend is not reversed soon, through a major reduction in emissions of carbon dioxide (CO2) and other heat trapping gases, further                  population losses of the American pika may occur. 

                      "Losses of pikas are disturbing because they are often assumed to be locally  abundant and, in decades past, scientists assumed that alpine and subalpine  ecosystems were relatively undisturbed because of their isolation," said Dr.  Erik Beever, an ecologist with the U.S. Geological Survey's Forest and Rangeland Ecosystem Science Center, and primary author of the study. 

     "The responses of American pika populations are likely an early signal of the impacts of climate change in alpine and subalpine systems," Beever added. 

                      The new study suggests that climate may be interacting with other factors such as proximity to roads, nearby livestock grazing and smaller habitat area to increase the extinction risk for pikas. The research represents one of few  examples of field collected data on broad population losses of a mammal  resulting at least in part from climate change. 

                      Previous research results suggested that American pikas are particularly  vulnerable to global warming because they reside in areas with cool, moist  climates like those normally found in their mountaintop habitat. As  temperatures rise due to increasing emissions of CO2 and other greenhouse  gases, many native mountain animals are expected to seek higher elevations or migrate northward in an attempt to find suitable habitat. 

                                                      Talus slopes like this one in Okanogan National Forest are typical     habitat for the American pika. (Photo  courtesy Pacific Biodiversity Institute)

                                                      Living essentially on isolated, high elevation islands means  that American pikas in these  regions have little option for refuge from the pressures of climate change, because  migration across low elevation  valleys represents an  incalculably high risk - and  perhaps an impossibility  under current climate regimes   - for them. 

                                                      If the pika vanishes, the loss  of this species will impact other mountain residents in ways that are still unknown. American pikas are thought to act as 'ecosystem  engineers' at the margins of talus slopes, because of their food gathering and storage activities. 

                      As food is difficult to obtain in winter in the alpine environment, pikas cut, sun dry, and later store vegetation for winter use in characteristic haypiles above a rock in talus areas. 

                      "American pikas may unfortunately be the 'canary in the coal mine' when It comes to the response of alpine and mountain systems to global warming,"  said Dr. Lara Hansen, a senior scientist at the World Wildlife Fund's climate  change program. "Their disappearance is an indication that our heavy reliance                      on polluting fossil fuels is causing irreparable damage to our environment. We  must make the switch to clean renewable energy resources like wind and solar    now before it's too late." __________________________________________________________________________________________

BBC

Costa Rica's digital nature 

     Costa Rica is putting all its animal and plant life online to create a digital record of its rich natural wealth. 

     The National Biodiversity Institute (Inbio) has developed an information management system called Atta to

     catalogue species at risk from farming and logging. 

     The researchers turned to information technology to help them as Costa Rica has a greater variety of plants,

     insects and animals in proportion to its size than just about any other country. 

     "The key issue is that we know less than 10% of what we have here and we don't have much time to learn

     about the 90% that remains," explained Dr Erick Mata Montero, coordinator of information management for the institute. 

     "If we do inventories in a different way using information technology, we can go a lot faster." 

     Massive task 

     Inbio was set up in 1989 as a non-governmental non-profit institute to increase awareness of Costa Rica's

     fauna and flora. 

             We know we will be busy for the next 20 years. We are aiming at conducting a whole

             inventory of the biodiversity of Costa Rica   Dr Erick Mata Montero, Inbio 

     One of the ways it is doing this is by carrying out an inventory of the environment, with special emphasis on national protected areas. 

     Costa Rica has one of the highest indices of biodiversity per area, as it shelters 4% of the world's biological diversity. 

     The country is estimated to have between 12,000 and 14,000 species of plants, 40,000 kinds of beetles, and 20,000 species of butterflies. 

     So far the biologists at Inbio have barely scratched the surface in recording all these different species. 

     "We know we will be busy for the next 20 years," Dr Montero told the BBC programme Go Digital. 

     "We are aiming at conducting a whole inventory of the biodiversity of Costa Rica. We know that there are still hundreds of thousands of insects." 

     The researchers know they have a massive task ahead of them and that they are running out of time. Some of Costa Rica's  rainforests have been chopped down, to make room for farming, cattle-raising and to build communities. 

     They are hoping that information technology can help process large amounts of data quickly and efficiently. 

     Global tool 

     The Atta system contains a relational database with over two million records, each one corresponding to a single specimen. 

     The system also includes a basic geographic information system so that researchers can chose a region in Costa Rica and find out  detailed information on the species in that area. 

     "This was designed to be a general tool that allows an institution or government to gather information about their biodiversity and  make it available to the world through the web," said Dr Montero. 

     "If we have the information in digital format, we can turn that digital information into a nice website for children or for teachers. 

     "Or we could turn it into CD-Roms for legislators who are in need of information in a summarised format." 

     Dr Montero believes the tool developed in Costa Rica could be used in other countries. In the long term, he envisions the work of biologists around the world being available to all online. 

     "You can have many databases geographically distributed all over the world," explained Dr Montero. "Technically, it is now   feasible to have one query going to wherever that query has to go, gather the data and present one single result in a web portal. 

  "It's technically possible but it is going to take at least a couple of years," he said. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________

Reuters

 Pollution Threatens Australia's Great Barrier Reef

 SYDNEY (Reuters) - Pollution from farms and other human activities threatens Australia's Great Barrier Reef, the world's largest living organism, a government agency said on Wednesday. 

  The coral reef, which attracts vivid tropical fish and thousands of tourists a year to view them, may be being smothered by pollution, the Productivity  Commission said in a report on the health of the 2,000-km (1,200-mile) reef along the Queensland coast. 

 Fertilizer and pesticide use on sugar plantations, as well as land clearing for cattle grazing, had increased chemical and sediment run-offs, said the commission, an advisory agency that reports on economic and social issues. 

 "Water quality in rivers entering the Great Barrier Reef lagoon has declined because of diffuse pollutants, especially sediments, nutrients and chemicals from cropping and grazing lands," the commission said. 

 "This diffuse pollution threatens inshore reefs and associated ecosystems." 

 Probable effects from the pollution were reduced growth of coral, an inability to recover from hazards like cyclones, coral being smothered by sediment and unusually high growth rates for other organisms that overgrow coral or support its rivals, the commission said. 

 It said it was hard to measure in detail the human effect on the reef, one of Australia's main tourism attractions, due to a lack of in-depth information, research and monitoring. 

 The commission's findings backed other reports in recent months criticizing the ecological impact on the reef from farming. 

 The sugar cane industry, which is centered around the Queensland town of Mackay, has condemned such warnings as a witch hunt and said tourism and urban pollution were just as much to blame. 

 The industry is one of the main exporters of sugar in the world, shipping A$1.4 billion worth overseas in 2001/02. 

 The Productivity Commission also expressed concern about government drought assistance packages that do not encourage cattle graziers to reduce herd numbers in dry periods. 

 A continent of just 20 million people but with 100 million sheep and 27 million cattle, Australia has gone through one of the worst droughts in a century. Recent rains have begun to break the "Big Dry" but have arrived too late for most crops. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ROWA MEDIA UPDATE 
Oman
Mangrove Trees in Oman

The Ministry of Regional Municipalities, Environment & Water Resources maintaining its efforts to recapture the mangroves trees in the Omani Coasts in coordination with the Japanese International Cooperation Agency by implementing the mangroves replanting project.  

 http://www.alwatan.com/
Bahrain
Symposium on eco tourism  

A ONE-DAY symposium on eco-tourism will be held at the Sheraton Hotel today

The event is being held under the patronage of Southern Governor and Public Commission for the Protection of Marine Resources, Environment and Wildlife head Shaikh Abdulla bin Hamad Al Khalifa.

Participating in the event will be representatives of governmental and non-governmental organisations related to the protection of marine resources, the environment and wildlife.

There will be papers presented by the Information Ministry's Tourism Affairs, the Labor and Social Affairs Ministry, the GCC Joint Tourism Committee, the Interior Ministry's Southern Governorate and the United Nations Environment Programme.

The commission and Tourism Affairs will also issue a special book on eco-tourism, which has been prepared by commission secretary-general Dr Ismail Al Madani.

http://www.gulf-daily-news.com/Articles.asp?Article=44938&Sn=BNEW
Water Conference in Bahrain

The Preparatory Committee will meet in Riyadh to discuss the final preparations for the conference. More than 100 specialized company and 500 speaker will participate in this conference which will be held 6 October 2003. 

http://www.akhbar-alkhaleej.com/Articles.asp?Article=52079&Sn=BNEW
Qatar
A Plan to Establish a Factory for House Wastes

In a workshop held in Qatar about the role of municipalities and NGOs in dealing with the house wastes, a paper was presented in this regard “ House Wasted – Qatar Experience, Problems and Solutions”. He mentioned that the Higher Council of Environment and Natural Reserves made a plan to establish this new factory.  

http://www.al-watan.com/data/20030224/index.asp?content=local3
Syria
Scientific Projects and Programme to Develop the Animal Resources in the Arab Region

The Arab Center for the Studies of Arid Zones and Dry Lands (ACSAD) which base in Syria, has implemented a number of scientific projects in this regard to protect the animals in the Arab Region ( 118 Million sheep, 67 Million goats, 43 million cows, 12 million camels, and 7 million of horses)    

http://www.asharqalawsat.com/index.htm
Saudi Arabia
The Final Session of the Seminar “ Towards a Better Environment”

They discussed the environmental problems and the obstacles to achieve the environmental education in the Saudi Society. Dr.  Fahmi Al-Ali discussed the environment in the GCC countries- achievements and aspirations.  

http://www.alwatan.com.sa/daily/2003-02-25/local/local16.htm
http://www.al-jazirah.com/
The Kingdom is the Largest Industrial Base for Sweet Water in the Whole World

H.E. Dr. Ghazi Al-Qussaibi, the Saudi Water Minister announced in his speech of the  annual report that the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia considered the first in producing sweet water after the establishment of the largest base of this industry. 

http://www.alriyadh.com.sa/Contents/25-02-2003/Mainpage/LOCAL1_5856.php
UAE
Nubian giraffe born in Al Ain zoo 

A Nubian giraffe, which is considered an endangered species, was born in Al Ain Zoo recently taking its number to 14, said Sultan Al Darmaki, Director of the Al Ain Zoo Department.Al Ain Zoo is world leader in breeding and conserving Nubian giraffes and other endangered species, said Al Darmaki. The Nubian giraffes are proliferating, he said, adding that with the newborn the number of Nubian giraffes has reached 14 - three of them females.Dr Mohammed Nashat, Technical Director of the Zoo, said there are several programmes on the reproduction of Nubian giraffe worldwide. International associations are exerting concerted efforts to protect the species.The zoo also has one of the largest numbers of Nubian giraffes, noted Dr Nashat. Dr Nashat said more births are expected, and that would support the UAE's position in conserving endangered species.

http://www.gulf-news.com/Articles/news.asp?ArticleID=78561
Bird hunters get warning

DUBAI - Dubai Municipality has warned bird hunters, who use sharp fishing hooks and other dangerous tools to trap birds on beaches, of stringent action. Eng. Redha Hassan Salman, Head of the Environment Protection and Safety Section at the Environment Department, said inspectors of the section have recently found some of the tools used by bird hunters to catch sea birds on the ports and beaches in Dubai.

http://www.khaleejtimes.co.ae/
_________________________________________________________________________________________

ROE 

UNEP or UN __ in the news

General environment news

Financial Times, page 4: “ Blair backs ambitious green energy goals”

Tony Blair intervened personally to block any commitment to building new nuclear power stations in yesterday's energy white paper, according to government insiders.

The prime minister - who yesterday hailed a "step change in the UK's energy strategy over the next 50 years" - also lent his backing to a new set of ambitious "green" energy targets.

Those targets could yet rebound on government. The commitment to cut carbon emissions by 60 per cent by 2050 may be principally a headache for ministers not even born yet. But other goals in the white paper could fall short in the foreseeable future, not least the aim of increasing the share of energy from renewables to 20 per cent by 2020.

Margaret Beckett, environment secretary, yesterday admitted that there was a risk the government had created "a rod for our own back" by signing up for such "demanding and stretching" aims.

http://search.ft.com/search/article.html?id=030225000852&query=Blair+backs+ambitious&vsc_appId=totalSearch&state=Form
Spanish PM Aznar under fire on Iraq, tanker spill

MADRID - Spanish Prime Minister Jose Maria Aznar came under renewed pressure on the weekend with his popularity slipping over Iraq and hundreds of thousands of people protesting once again on the streets of the capital…One week after an anti-war demonstration drew two million people, another mass turnout protested at the government's botched handling of events after the Prestige oil tanker split in two and sank in November.

http://www.planetark.org/dailynewsstory.cfm/newsid/19946/story.htm
Greenpeace shuts UK Esso (XOM.N) stations, HQ

LONDON - Greenpeace activists, some dressed as tigers, forced the closure of Esso's British headquarters and 100 petrol stations yesterday as a protest against what it called the firm's "fuelling of the Iraq crisis"…."This is in response to their fuelling of the Iraq crisis and their funding of groups in Washington that are aggressively advocating an attack on Iraq as well as their stance on global warming."

http://www.planetark.org/dailynewsstory.cfm/newsid/19941/story.htm
_________________________________________________________________________________________
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        February 26, 2003

Ozone layer shows signs of recovery 

Nairobi, Kenya (PANA) - Leading scientists have reported some positive results in efforts at protecting the ozone layer, but warned that despite signs of recovery, the layer would remain vulnerable in the next decade. According to a report by scientists at the UN Environmental Programme (UNEP) and the World Meteorological Organization (WMO), atmosphere) were now at or near their peak. As a consequence, the scientists believe human-influenced disturbances on Earth's protective shield will now be "at or near their largest." At the same time, the report indicates that the world is making steady progress towards the recovery of the ozone layer. The scientists say the amount of ozone-depleting chemicals in the troposphere (lower atmosphere) have continued to decline, albeit slowly. The findings, according to a news release from UNEP, demonstrate the need for greater awareness of the reasons behind this vulnerability, and a better scientific understanding of the links between ozone layer depletion and climate change. The report is the latest in a series of four yearly reports that have reviewed the state of the ozone layer since the landmark Montreal Protocol came into being in 1987. It focuses on results obtained since 1998, with a section on implications for policy formulation.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng042623&dte=25/02/2003
AU celebrates first environment day Monday in Tripoli 

Tripoli, Libya (PANA) - Experts from experts from Libya and other African countries as well as abroad would convene an environment conference here next Monday during celebrations of the African Environment Day, Libya's environment office said here Tuesday. The director of Libya's environment information office, Dr Khaled Gadgoud said the experts will discuss various ecological problems in Africa in general, and Libya in particular. The conference will examine ways to protect the environment, as well as sensitize populations and promote the exchange of information between African countries on environment issues. The African Union (AU) decided at the Durban summit last July to celebrate African environment day on 3 March every year after Libya proposed it.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng042703&dte=25/02/2003
Madagascar hosts regional workshop against oil spillage 

Antananarivo, Madagascar (PANA) - A workshop on a regional plan to combat oil spillage in the Indian Ocean region opened in the Malagasy capital of Antananarivo Tuesday. The four-day meeting is under the auspices of the Indian Ocean Commission (IOC) and the World Bank. Addressing the opening, Malagasy Forestry Minister Sylvain Rabotoarison said the draft plan would comply with the relevant international Convention. Raj Prayag, regional co-ordinator of the workshop, said while more than 500 million tons of petroleum products were transported every year across the Indian Ocean waters, there was no plan to address possible oil spillage in the region. But he said more than 500 people were currently being trained in Madagascar on spillage control.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng042661&dte=25/02/2003
Nairobi City Council to Collect Garbage in Night Shifts

The East African Standard (Nairobi): The Nairobi City Council yesterday launched an eight-hour night shift garbage collection programme. The shift will involve a 300-man work force and is expected to get rid of mountains of garbage that make the city an eyesore. While launching the programme, Nairobi Mayor Joe Aketch said it had become increasingly difficult to remove all the garbage at daytime. The mayor, who addressed workers along Moi Avenue at 10 p.m. on Monday night, led other civic leaders in scooping out mounds of garbage along the street. He said soon the Nairobi Central Business District will be free from stinking garbage. Hawkers will also be relocated to the back lanes on Friday. The Town Clerk, Mr. Jack Mbugua, said the council will soon acquire 10 garbage compacting trucks at a cost of Sh200 million. Currently, he said, NCC has only four compacting trucks which make the garbage collection exercise difficult to

undertake.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200302250878.html
Coral Reefs Endangered, Say Scientists

The East African Standard (Nairobi): Coral reefs at the Kenya coast are threatened with extinction due to increased human activity and climatic change. Scientists have indicated that corals along the coastline are disappearing at worrying rates. Besides increased sedimentation, rising temperatures leading to bleaching, increasing concentration of atmospheric carbon dioxide and changing ocean chemistry at the Coast have been blamed for the extinction of corals. Consequently, calls have been made for urgent regulations to curb the wanton environmental destruction, which many nations are reluctant to undertake to save the species. Julia Cole of the department of Geoscience, University of Arizona blames the situation on destructive fishing methods, unhealthy tourism practices, destructive farming methods and increasing coastal populations for the sad situation.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200302250602.html
____________________________________________________________________________________

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.

           **Secretary-General in Athens

           Good afternoon.  The Secretary-General arrived in Athens, Greece, this morning.

           Before his departure from Ankara, he said to the waiting press that he had had very good discussions with the Turkish leaders, saying, “I am encouraged and heartened that we can move ahead on our terms to settle the Cyprus issue and that real progress can be made.”

           He again addressed the press upon arrival in Athens, when he stressed why it is so urgent to settle the

     Cyprus issue.  He warned that another postponement beyond early March would amount to saying “no” to the

     European Union accession by a united Cyprus.

           The Secretary-General referred to the revision of the United Nations plan as the culmination of the most

     intensive process of negotiations that has ever occurred on the Cyprus problem, and represents the best of what the United Nations can do to help the parties reach an agreement.  We have the transcript of his press comments

     upstairs.

           In the afternoon, the Secretary-General attended a signing ceremony of the Olympic Truce in the presence of Greek Foreign Minister George Papandreou, with whom the Secretary-General also held a one-on-one meeting.  The  Olympic Truce was endorsed in the Millennium Declaration, which calls on Member States to stop all wars and  conflicts while the Olympic Games are being played.  The Secretary-General said that the brief moments when the  guns fall silent for the Olympic Truce provided an important opportunity for United Nations peacekeepers and humanitarian workers to do their work.

           This evening, the Secretary-General is expected to meet with Greek Prime Minister Costas Simitis and with  Foreign Minister Papandreou, before he attends a dinner hosted by the Prime Minister in his honour.

           **Iraq

           We have a few Iraq-related notes for you.

           As you all well know, yesterday the Security Council met in closed consultations for close to three hours

     during which a draft resolution on Iraq was introduced by the United Kingdom and co-sponsored by the United States  and Spain.

           The French presented a joint memorandum, co-written with Germany and Russia, regarding the disarming of  Iraq.

           The resolution is now in blue and the memorandum is available on the racks as a Security Council document.   Also on the racks is a letter from Iraq’s Foreign Minister, Naji Sabri, replying to allegations made by United States  Secretary of State Colin Powell during an open meeting of the Security Council on 5 February.  Consultations on Iraq  are scheduled to resume this Thursday morning.

           Here in New York, the College of Commissioners of the United Nations Monitoring, Verification and Inspection  Commission (UNMOVIC) continues to meet.  As we mentioned yesterday, they are discussing the upcoming quarterly report which their Executive Chairman, Hans Blix, is set to hand in to the Security Council on 1 March.  The oral  presentation of the report to the Council will take place early next week, although no date has yet been formally set.

           Today being Tuesday, we also have the weekly “oil-for-food” report.  Iraqi oil exports under United Nations  auspices totalled 11.9 million barrels last week, for an estimated revenue of $338 million.  For more information, you  can pick up the full text of that report in my office.  Meanwhile, the inspectors continue their work on the ground.  And  as soon as we get the report on today’s activities, we’ll let you know.

           **Security Council

           Today, the Security Council heard a presentation in a public meeting by the State Secretary for Foreign Affairs  of Sweden, Hans Dahlgren, on the findings of the Stockholm process on the implementation of targeted sanctions.   Assistant Secretary-General for Political Affairs Danilo Turk also made a statement.

           Hans Dalhgren presented the final report of the Stockholm process -– Making Targeted Sanctions Effective:    Guidelines for the Implementation of United Nations Policy Options -- which puts forward a number of ideas and concrete recommendations on ways to strengthen the capacity of the United Nations system, and of Member States,  to implement targeted sanctions.  The final report is available on the Stockholm process Web site.

           The Stockholm process proceeds from the assumption that to make targeted sanctions effective, they have to  be implemented through a chain of actions involving all levels of decision-making, from the Security Council to its   sanctions committees, Member States and their administrative agencies.  International governmental organizations,   the private sector and nongovernmental organizations also have roles to play.  It also suggests measures to be taken  to deal with those who try to evade sanctions.

           The Security Council President, German Ambassador Gunter Pleuger, is expected to read a press statement

     following the meeting.  And then Hans Dahlgren will be at the stakeout at that time to take questions from reporters.   The 3:15 p.m. press conference called by Dahlgren is also still on.

           **Democratic Republic of the Congo

           Out on the racks today is the Secretary-General’s latest report to the Security Council on the United Nations   mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo.  In the report, he presents an overview of the political, military and  humanitarian situation in the country.

           While the signing of an all-inclusive agreement in December of last year was an important step for peace in  the Democratic Republic of the Congo, he says there continues to be military confrontation on the ground.  He notes  that the situation in the Ituri region and in the Kivus continues to be volatile.

           Meanwhile, the mission said late yesterday that a United Nations helicopter carrying the Force Commander, General Mountago Diallo, was shot at

     15 minutes after taking off from Bunia.  No one was hurt, though a bullet pierced the cockpit window.  The helicopter  continued its flight unhindered.  While the source of the fire has not yet been established, the United Nations mission  strongly condemned this attack and reminded all the parties of their responsibility for the safety of United Nations personnel in the country.

           As a follow-up to the 17 December all-inclusive agreement, two technical committees have been meeting in  Pretoria, South Africa, since yesterday under the auspices of the joint United Nations/South Africa mediation team.   The United Nations side is headed by the Secretary-General’s Special Envoy Moustapha Niasse.

           Of the two committees, on which all the parties of the Inter-Congolese Dialogue are represented, one is

     working on the constitution of the transitional committee and the other on military and security issues. 

           All the parties seem determined to quickly move forward the outstanding issues and expedite the conclusion  of the Inter-Congolese Dialogue and the establishment of the transitional government.

           **Cambodia

           The Secretary-General has informed Cambodian Prime Minister Hun Sen, in a letter that went out yesterday,  that a United Nations team led by Legal Counsel Hans Corell will arrive in Phnom Penh on 13 March, for negotiations  on an agreement between the United Nations and Cambodia regarding the trial of Khmer Rouge leaders.  The team is  to remain in Phnom Penh until 17 March.

           The Secretary-General said in his letter that he looks forward to fruitful negotiations in Phnom Penh on the

     remaining parts of a draft agreement, which was discussed during exploratory meetings held in New York last month.   The General Assembly has asked the Secretary-General to report to it by 18 March on the progress of negotiations.

           **Timor-Leste

           Many of you have seen a number of different reports by major news agencies today concerning a United

     Nations indictment of a leading Indonesian general in connection with crimes in East Timor.  I have to remind you that   those indictments were issued by the Office of the Prosecutor General of Timor-Leste, and not by the United Nations,   which merely provides advisory assistance to the East Timorese in this matter.  So, we hope that in future you’ll say,  “East Timor indicts”, and not “the United Nations indicts”.

           **Human Rights

           The High Commissioner for Human Rights, Sergio Vieira de Mello, today addressed the start of a workshop on  regional cooperation on human rights in Asia and the Pacific, which is taking place in Islamabad, Pakistan, and he  said that we currently live in a world in which “there is a sense that no one is safe”.

           In a world marked by insecurity and awareness of terrorism, he said, “it may sometimes feel as if we no longer  have any stable points of reference to chart our way through the uncertainties of the world”.  But he said he was firmly convinced that a comprehensive strategy for security can and must be guided by the rule of law and respect for human  rights.  We have copies of that speech upstairs.

           **West Africa

           The Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) reports today that in Abidjan, Cote  d’Ivoire, Liberian refugees continue to demonstrate in front of the UNHCR office asking to be evacuated out of the country or moved to a safer location inside the country.  Many of them have been in dire conditions in makeshift sites  in Abidjan since the conflict erupted last September.  To date, efforts to get the government to identify a safer location   for the Liberians have produced no results, according to UNHCR.

                 **AIDS News

           On AIDS news -- when the Secretary-General’s Special Envoy for AIDS in Africa, Stephen Lewis, briefed you   here a short time ago, he stressed that hunger and AIDS combined were devastating populations in Africa.  Hungry  people are too weak to fight off infection and the ill don’t have the energy or strength to work the land.

           Today, the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) and the World Health Organization (WHO) launched a  new guide for people living with HIV/AIDS.  Recognizing the link between infection and nutrition, the manual offers  simple and practical suggestions for a diet designed to bolster the immune system, boost energy levels and help the  body fight the ravages of the disease.  Almost 95 per cent of people with HIV/AIDS live in developing countries where   access to health care, resources and drugs is poor.  A balanced diet provides them with a positive way to respond to   the illness and help them to live longer, more comfortable and productive lives.

           The manual is available on the FAO Web site and we have a press release with more details.

                 **Budget

           Budget news.  Big payment today from Italy, which became the fifty-first Member State to be paid in full for its   regular budget assessment, and that’s with payment of more than $68 million.

           **Noon guest tomorrow

           A reminder that the noon guest at the briefing tomorrow will be Joseph Chamie, Director of the Population

     Division of the United Nations.  And he’ll be joining us here to brief you on revised United Nations population estimates  and projections.

           That’s all I have for you.

           **Questions and Answers

           Question:  There was a call for women’s participation in the

     Inter-Congolese Dialogue.  Do you know if there are women members of the delegations you mentioned?

           Spokesman:  There are, I just don’t have the numbers.  Let me see if I can get them for you after the briefing. 

     [He later said the United Nations has strongly encouraged the participation of women in the process, as we have no  specific numbers.]

           Question:  You have two different dates for Mr. Blix’s report to the Security Council.  One is Saturday, 1

     March and the other is Friday, 7 March.  Which is correct?

           Spokesman:  The 7 March date has been discussed in the press as a possible date for Mr. Blix’s oral

     presentation to the Council.  As I said just this morning, no date has yet formally been presented or agreed upon -- or  announced rather -- for the oral presentation.  The Security Council resolution calls for Blix to report by 1 March.  My   understanding is that he intends to submit his written report to the Council on 1 March, and we’re waiting for the Council to say when they want to hear from him for the oral presentation.

           Question:  Does Mr. Blix have the authority to ask Iraq to destroy the missiles before reporting to the Security  Council?

           Spokesman:  As you know, they discovered these missiles, and they determined that they had a range that

     exceeded that permitted under the Security Council resolution.  Before issuing any demand of Iraq, he consulted here in New York with missile experts to make sure that his judgement call concerning the range was solid.  Following that consultation, he wrote a letter to the Iraqi Government.

           So yes, as the Chief United Nations Weapons Inspector, he has the obligation to make a determination as to  what weapons he might find are prohibited under the Security Council resolution, and that’s what he did.

           Question:  But where does that fit in with the response that he reports to the Security Council and then the

     Security Council gives instructions.  Are you saying that that was satisfied, or this was an exception?

           Spokesman:  No, I’m saying that in the normal course of his duties, this is something he would do.  What he would report to the Council would be whether

           Iraq complied with his request or not.  So, he reports to the Council on Iraqi compliance, but he makes the

     judgement calls as to what Iraq is obligated to do in a practical sense vis-à-vis the kinds of things that he discovers on  the ground, in this case, missiles.

           Question:  Resolution 687 -– the ceasefire in the Gulf War –- set up a demilitarized zone between Iraq and

     Kuwait and United Nations Iraq-Kuwait Observation Mission (UNIKOM) peacekeepers, a thousand of which, whose  mandate is to deter an incursion mounted from either side of the border.  And in a later resolution they were given the right to use all necessary measures to do that.  It also calls on the Secretary-General to immediately inform the Security Council of any hostile action or serious violation.  If the United States invades Iraq on the ground from Kuwait,  they have to go through the demilitarised zone.  Would the Secretary-General have to inform the Security Council of this violation?

           Spokesman:  [The following response was issued at the end of the briefing.]  The resolution calls on the

     Secretary-General to report regularly to the Security Council on the operations of the peacekeeping unit on the border  and to do so immediately if there are serious violations of the zone or potential threats to the peace.  That would be  from any quarter, not just from Iraq or Kuwait, and it would involve reporting overflights, that is, violations by air, sea, or  ground.

           Question:  The Secretary-General encourages the participation of civil society, and civil society has arrived in  the form of the people who presented themselves as a human shield.  Where are they physically and how does that  affect the United Nation’s activities in Iraq?  How many are there?

           Spokesman:  I don’t know that we have any count.  And I don’t know that we have any direct contact with

     people who have gone to Iraq to present themselves as human shields.

           I also don’t know what arrangements, if any, might have been made for their safe evacuation should hostilities    break out.  I guess their intention is to go there and stay there throughout whatever might happen.  We, in the   meantime, would merely do planning on a contingency basis for the safety of our own people.  And again, I don’t know  what contact, if any, we’ve had with these people.

           Question: Do you know how many there are?

           Spokesman: I don’t know.  I’d have to check.  But I don’t think we would be counting noses.  But whether we  would have some incidental knowledge or estimate, or whether we’d even want to share that with you, we’d have to  check.

           Thank you very much.

_________________________________________________________________________________________
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* * * *

Iraq: inspections

25 February – United Nations disarmament official Hans Blix said today he has received new letters from Iraq containing some “positive elements” for his search for evidence of banned weapons of mass destruction, but cautioned that the correspondence needs to be explored further.

Answering reporters’ questions as he went into a second day of discussions with his top advisers at UN headquarters in New York, Mr. Blix, Executive Chairman of the UN Monitoring, Verification and Inspection Commission (UNMOVIC), said Iraq told him it had found a bomb containing liquid at a biological weapons disposal site.

“There are some elements which are positive and which need to be explored further,” Mr. Blix said. “There is one letter in which they tell us they have found an R-400 bomb containing liquid in a site which is known to us at which they did dispose of biological weapons before.”

Mr. Blix is meeting with the UNMOVIC College of Commissioners to discuss his upcoming quarterly report on Iraqi disarmament, which he is set to hand in to the Security Council on 1 March. The oral presentation to the Council will take place early next week, although no date has yet been formally set. The discussions included a list of 30 specific unresolved disarmament issues.

Asked if there have been discussions with Baghdad on his demand that it destroy its Al Samoud 2 missiles because they could exceed the 150 kilometre-range limit mandated by Security Council resolutions, Mr. Blix said, “Not between us and Iraq.”


In Baghdad, UN spokesman Hiro Ueki said UNMOVIC had received several Iraqi letters on the unilateral destruction of empty warheads, excavations of a dumpsite for destroyed aerial bombs filled with biological agents, and an additional explanation on a biological agent. A biological team visited a dumpsite in the Al Aziziya Range, about 100 kilometres southwest of Baghdad, where Iraq says it unilaterally destroyed aerial bombs filled with biological agents in the summer of 1991. The team also inspected munitions fragments and observed excavation of the pit.


Other UNMOVIC teams fanned out to inspect factories involved in solid propellant missiles, electronic equipment for the army, Al Samoud missile assembly, chemical storage, egg production and other food plants, and an underground refinery. Teams from the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) conducted a car-borne radiation survey at Nida and inspected the Al Tahdi electronics research and electrical repair factory.

* * *

Iraq: oil-for-food

25 February – Iraqi oil revenues for the week ending 21 February totalled $338 million based on the export of 11.9 million barrels, according to the United Nations office overseeing the humanitarian “oil-for-food” programme, which allows Baghdad to use a portion of its petroleum sales to buy relief supplies.

According to the Office of the Iraq Programme (OIP), the exports averaged about 1.7 million barrels a day. There were 11 loadings from the authorized terminals: four from the Iraqi oil platform at Mina al-Bakr (7.3 million barrels) and seven from the Turkish Mediterranean oil terminal at Ceyhan (4.6 million barrels). These are the only outlets for Iraqi oil exports allowed under OIP.

Of 5,814 total contracts for humanitarian supplies, worth $11 billion, the OIP has approved 4,364 worth about $6.6 billion after the UN Monitoring, Verification and Inspection Commission (UNMOVIC) and the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) determined that they do not contain proscribed items.

* * *

Cyprus

25 February – Continuing efforts to finalize a deal to enable a united Cyprus to join the European Union (EU) later this year, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan arrived today in Greece, where he stressed adherence to the goal of reaching agreement by end of this month.

“Perhaps that goal can slip a few days, but to go much beyond 28 February would doom the prospect of a re-united Cyprus signing the [EU] Treaty of Accession,” Mr. Annan told the press upon his arrival in Athens. “Postponing agreement beyond early March would amount to saying no to EU accession by a united Cyprus.”

Stressing that this was the “decisive phase of the process,” the Secretary-General said he would shortly hand over what he hoped would be the final changes to a comprehensive settlement that he first proposed last November and revised in December. The revisions, he added, are the culmination of the most intensive process of negotiations on the Cyprus problem, and a representation of the best of what the UN can do to help parties reach an agreement.

“I was encouraged and heartened by my talks in Turkey,” Mr. Annan said, referring to meetings he had with leaders in that country the previous day. “My purpose here, as in Turkey, is to discuss with the Greek Government how they can assist me in this final effort so that the parties in Cyprus can come to terms.”

In the afternoon, Mr. Annan attended a signing ceremony of the Olympic Truce in the presence of Foreign Minister George Papandreou, with whom he also held a one-on-one meeting. The Truce, endorsed in the UN Millennium Declaration, calls on Member States to stop all wars and conflicts while the Olympic Games are in progress.

This evening, the Secretary-General is expected to meet with Prime Minister Costas Simitis and with Mr. Papandreou, before he attends a dinner hosted by the Prime Minister in his honour.

* * *

Targeted sanctions

25 February – United Nations Security Council members today welcomed targeted sanctions as a useful tool to focus pressure on specific states and entities while minimizing the unintended impact on civilian populations and non-targeted states and entities.

In a statement to the press following the Council’s open meeting on the so-called Stockholm Process, the President of the 15-nation body, Ambassador Gunter Pleuger of Germany, said that members urged further work to refine the tool of targeted sanctions.

They also welcomed Sweden’s initiative to launch the Stockholm Process, the third step in an international course of action dealing with targeted sanctions based on proposals presented by Switzerland and Germany, the Council President said. The initiative “has provided a valuable contribution to the debate on how to strengthen the capacity of the United Nations system and of Member States to implement targeted sanctions,” he added. “A number of concrete recommendations have been put forward to this effect.”

Speaking at the outset of the Council’s meeting, Hans Dahlgren, State Secretary for Foreign Affairs of Sweden, presented the Stockholm Process’s final report. He said sanctions were “something between words and war,” and that like other tools, they could be truly effective only if they were sharp enough, focused enough, and designed for the particular operation they were intended to perform.

Targeted sanctions were designed to focus specifically on the individuals, or other entities, that are responsible for threats to, and breaches of, international peace and security, Mr. Dahlgren said. Ideally, they would leave other parts of the population unaffected, as well as international trade relations.

There had been growing concern over the negative effects of economic sanctions on vulnerable populations and overall societies, he added. The collateral effects of sanctions on third States had been highlighted, and rightly so. At the same time, many key actors intended to be the targets of sanctions have evaded and circumvented those measures by different means. The Stockholm process recommended different strategies, depending on the type of sanctions, to counter sanctions evasion and maintain the accuracy of sanctions.
UN Assistant Secretary-General for Political Affairs, Danilo Turk, stressed the need for enhanced monitoring accompanied by other ways of ensuring that States have the capacity to effectively implement targeted sanctions.

“There are a number of key elements that need to be addressed,” he said, “including, among others: improving coordination among all relevant actors; organizing the design and use of sanctions lists; and studying ways by which to probe the deterrent value of targeted Security Council sanctions and their integration into an overall strategy for preventive diplomacy.

* * *

DR of Congo

25 February – While the all-inclusive power-sharing agreement signed last December was an important step towards national reconciliation in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), the parties have yet to take steps to implement the accord and instead remain engaged in military confrontations, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan says in a report released today.

In his latest report to the Security Council on the work of the UN Organization Mission in the DRC (MONUC), Mr. Annan underscores that the prompt inauguration of the transitional Government will be critical in order to maintain the momentum created by the signing in Pretoria of the so-called All-Inclusive Agreement.

Mr. Annan appeals to the accord’s signatories to respond positively to the aspirations of the “war-weary” people of the DRC and to show the necessary statesmanship to “embark on the long but critical road towards genuine national reconciliation and peace.”

The report also highlights two issues that will be vitally important during the forthcoming phase of the peace process, the first of which is that the DRC’s territorial integrity must be respected. “I am concerned by the widespread suspicions of continuing political and military involvement in the eastern DRC, including by neighbouring States,” he says.

Despite the declared withdrawal of most military forces, accompanied by initial steps toward disarmament and demobilization, the military situation on the ground – particularly in the Ituri region and the Kivus – continues to be volatile, according to the report. Mr. Annan notes that security concerns have hampered MONUC’s verification work and calls on all those with influence on the authorities and armed forces that control those areas to press them to allow the Mission unimpeded access, and to address regional issues through diplomacy, not “hostilities conducted by proxies in Congolese territory.”

The other critical element for success of the peace process is the establishment of the Ituri Pacification Commission, particularly since the potentially explosive nature of the political and military situation in the northeast – as well as the possibility that outside forces might be drawn in – are sources of major concern.

“The importance of a political solution to underpin any military disengagement and ceasefire is key,” Mr. Annan says, urging all parties and States involved to engage constructively in establishing the Commission without delay, and to cooperate with MONUC’s peace-making activities.

* * *

DR of Congo

25 February – As the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) continues to work towards genuine peace and national reconciliation, a joint United Nations team is coordinating a series of meetings underway in Pretoria, where Congolese parties are pressing ahead with efforts to bolster a recent peace accord.

Under the auspices of the joint UN/South Africa mediation team, two technical committees met for the first time in Pretoria yesterday as part of the follow-up to the 17 December signing of a comprehensive power-sharing agreement. The UN side is headed by Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s Special Envoy for the Inter-Congolese Dialogue, Moustapha Niasse.

All the parties to the Inter-Congolese Dialogue are represented, and the committees are working to address key outstanding issues – including finalization of a draft transitional constitution – which form an integral part of the All-Inclusive Agreement. One committee will also examine military and security issues.  

All the parties seem determined to quickly move forward the outstanding issues and expedite the conclusion of the Dialogue and the establishment of the transitional government.

Meanwhile, the UN Organization Mission in the DRC (MONUC) reported late yesterday that a UN helicopter carrying the its Force Commander, Gen. Mountago Diallo, was shot at 15 minutes after taking off from Bunia. 

No one was hurt, though a bullet pierced the cockpit window. The helicopter continued its flight unhindered. While the source of the gunfire has not yet been established, the Mission strongly condemned the attack, reminding all the parties of their responsibility for the safety of UN personnel in the DRC.

* * *

Cambodia

25 February – The United Nations Legal Counsel, Hans Corell, will head to Cambodia next month for negotiations with that country’s authorities on an agreement for a special court to try the former leaders of the Khmer Rouge, a UN spokesman said today in New York.
Mr. Corell is scheduled to arrive in Phnom Penh on 13 March and he is to remain in the capital with his team until 17 March, according to spokesman Fred Eckhard.

Secretary-General Kofi Annan informed Prime Minister Hun Sen of Mr. Corell’s mission in a letter sent yesterday, which also said that Mr. Annan looked forward to fruitful negotiations in Phnom Penh on the remaining parts of a draft agreement, Mr. Eckhard said. The two sides had resumed their latest discussions on a special court during exploratory meetings last month in New York.

The General Assembly has asked the Secretary-General to report on the progress of negotiations by 18 March.

* * *
Human Rights

25 February – The top United Nations human rights official today stressed that even in times of grave uncertainty – when there was a sense that “no one is safe” – a comprehensive strategy for security can and must be guided by the rule of law and respect for human rights.


“The security of States and the region flows from the security of the human being,” the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights Sergio Vieira de Mello said today in Islamabad, Pakistan, where he opened the Eleventh Workshop on Regional Cooperation for the Promotion and Protection of Human Rights in the Asia-Pacific Region.


“This security, in turn, is guaranteed by the rule of law and respect for human rights, both of which form a unifying force, a force that can serve to chart a path across difficult terrains,” Mr. Vieira de Mello said. “The rule of law is a constant, it applies at all times to all States and to all persons.” 


Among the ways in which the rule of law and respect for human rights can help make people – and in turn, nations – more secure, Mr. Vieira de Mello highlighted combating terrorism without violating human rights, integrating human rights into post-conflict peace-building, tackling racism and religious intolerance, and reinvigorating democratic governance. He also drew special attention to promoting and protecting the rights of women, recalling that human rights experts had stressed the responsibility of States for violence that takes place in the private sphere, including domestic violence and honour killings, “two issues that have darkened theses of this region for too long.”

“The Asia-Pacific Framework for Cooperation was inspired by a desire to build common human rights foundations in this region and to find ways to work together across borders and sub-regions,” said the High Commissioner. He encouraged the participants to use international human rights treaties and standards to provide a common road map to tackle the challenges that lie ahead, and to ensure the independence of national human rights institutions, which are the bridge between governments and civil society.

* * *

Côte d’Ivoire

25 February – As they have for nearly two weeks now, desperate Liberian refugees continued to demonstrate in front of the offices of the United Nations refugee agency in Abidjan demanding to be evacuated out of Côte d’Ivoire or moved to a safer location.

“Many of them have been living in dire conditions in makeshift transit sites in Abidjan since the conflict erupted last September,” a spokesman for the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) said in Geneva today. “They have faced harassment by the local population, who accuse them of siding with the rebels,” said Kris Janowski.
To date, the agency has not succeeded in getting the Ivoirian Government to identify a safer location for the Liberians. “We have also been unsuccessful in trying to persuade neighbouring countries to provide refuge,” Mr. Janowski said, adding that while UNHCR has been unable to resolve the problem of Liberians who cannot go back to their country, repatriation of those willing to return to Liberia was continuing.

In the southwest part of Côte d’Ivoire, more refugees have recently come forward asking for repatriation to Liberia. According to Mr. Janowski, several said they were chased away from the plantations where they had been employed and others alleged they were beaten and driven away by their Ivoirian neighbours. Since 17 February, UNHCR has repatriated more than 2,250 refugees from the Tabou area to Liberia. During the same period, over 43,000 refugees have gone back on their own, despite continued instability in Liberia itself. 

Some 36,000 Ivoirian refugees have also fled to Liberia. While returning Liberians head to their hometowns and villages deeper inside Liberia, Ivoirians tend to stay in border areas, hoping to go back home as soon as the fighting subsides. As a result, many Ivorians are now living in villages among the Liberian population close to the border, lacking adequate food and medical care. “Many refugees are malnourished, making them more susceptible to malaria, meningitis and yellow fever,” said Mr. Janowski.

* * *

Afghanistan

25 February – The world’s preoccupation with Iraq could take much-needed attention away from Afghanistan, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, Ruud Lubbers, warned today, urging the international community to continue helping Afghans to return to their shattered country.

The High Commissioner, who left this morning for Kabul to begin a 10-day mission to Afghanistan, Pakistan and Iran, said Afghanistan must remain a priority and that ensuring sustainable returns of refugees and the displaced would contribute to long-term stability in the region and the world.

“I think to resist security risks and maybe…terrorism in the future, we better go for sustainable returns in Afghanistan and make that a real success. This should be the priority today,” Mr. Lubbers said.

More than 2 million people have gone back to Afghanistan since the fall of the Taliban regime in late 2001, primarily from Pakistan. Another 1.2 million are expected to go back this year from neighbouring countries, according to an update by the UN refugee agency.

While in the Afghan capital, the High Commissioner is scheduled to meet with top-ranking Afghan and UN officials. Mr. Lubbers will also visit Nahrin district in Balkh Province to see the conditions of returnees and review shelter projects. Successive earthquakes hit Nahrin in late 2001 and March 2002, levelling many houses and collapsing irrigation systems.

From there Mr. Lubbers will travel to Islamabad, where he is scheduled to meet with Pakistani President Musharraf and visit settlements for Afghan refugees getting ready to head home as this year’s repatriation season gets underway.

During the Iranian leg of the trip, Mr. Lubbers is scheduled to meet President Khatami and several senior ministers in Tehran. He also plans to visit Ahwaz, in southwestern Iran, where he will meet provincial authorities and officials from the Iranian Red Crescent Society who are involved in assisting Iraqi refugees in Iran. Iran shelters 202,000 Iraqi refugees – more than half the total number of recognized Iraqi asylum seekers in the world.

* * *

HIV/AIDS

25 February – With almost 95 per cent of people with HIV/AIDS living in developing countries where healthcare and drugs are scarce, two United Nations agencies today said a good diet is one of the simplest means of caring for people affected by the epidemic and may even help delay the progression of the deadly virus.

The nutritional aspects of HIV/AIDS have been ignored for a long time with most of the attention focused on drugs. A new manual published jointly by the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) and the World Health Organization (WHO) seeks to redress this situation offering simple and practical dietary suggestions for people living with HIV/AIDS. 

“Food isn’t a magic bullet. It won’t stop people dying of AIDS,” said William Clay of FAO’s Food and Nutrition Division. “But it can help them live longer, more comfortable and more productive lives.”

By bolstering the immune system and boosting energy levels, balanced nutrition can help the body fight back against the ravages of the disease. This is critical because most people living with HIV/AIDS are in poor countries where healthcare, resources and drugs are scarce. For them a balanced diet is a positive way of responding to the illness.

“Nutrition counselling and support is an essential component of care for the HIV-infected person and it is particularly important in resource-constrained settings where malnutrition and food insecurity are endemic,” said WHO Technical Officer Randa Saadeh. 

The manual offers households caring for a family member with AIDS inexpensive, locally available remedies for the symptoms linked to the disease. Designed to be used by care-givers, health-workers, community groups and non-governmental organizations, the manual includes forms to monitor weight loss and food intake, fact-sheets outlining the principles of a healthy diet and recipes with immune system-boosting micronutrients like vitamins and minerals. 

To ensure that the benefits of good nutrition reach people living with HIV/AIDS, the UN agencies FAO and WHO are also developing training courses and educational materials for health workers and care providers. The first field-testing of this course will take place in South Africa this week.

* * *

Western Asia

25 February – Prominent Arab journalists and media experts convened in Beirut today for a United Nations-backed workshop aimed at enhancing the capacity of reporters to raise public awareness and participation in sustainable development issues.

The UN Economic and Social Commission of Western Asia (ESCWA) workshop, entitled “Strengthening the Role of Arab media for Achieving Sustainable Development,” specifically aims to strengthen the role of Arab journalists in evaluating the outcomes and implementation of last year’s World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD).

While experts discussed crucial environmental issues during that summit, ESCWA said, the challenge of simplifying those topics for increased public awareness remains for Arab journalists, who have a vital role in reaching out to the public and therefore must develop a concrete understanding of key environmental issues.

The meeting should help journalists acquire the necessary tools and techniques to evaluate the WSSD and its outcomes, as well as to design and implement related national and regional communication strategies, ESCWA said.

The three-day workshop is organized in collaboration with the Arab Media Forum for Environment and Development (AMFED), the League of Arab States and the UN Environment Programme (UNEP) regional office.

* *** *
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