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Montreal Protocol talks consider exemptions from methyl bromide ban 
   (03/25/2004 -- 17:48GMT+7)   
New York, Mar. 25 (VNA) - A Mar. 24-26 meeting of the Montreal Protocol on Substances that Deplete the Ozone Layer is considering granting exemptions to 12 developed countries so that they can use the pesticide methyl bromide for certain critical uses after its phase-out date of Jan. 1, 2005. 

 
Like Halons and CFCs, which were phased out by developed countries in 1994 and 1996, respectively, methyl bromide damages the stratospheric ozone layer. This protective shield safeguards human health and the environment from the sun’s ultra-violet rays. Methyl bromide is also highly toxic to human beings. It is used as a fumigant for high value crops, for pest control and for the quarantine treatment of agricultural commodities awaiting export. 

 
Granting limited exemptions to the Protocol’s increasingly strict controls will ensure that the transition to ozone-friendly solutions does not cause farmers and other users of methyl bromide undue economic pain, said Klaus Toepfer, Executive Director of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP). 

 
Governments can minimize the need for exemptions through regulatory and economic incentives that reward the development and adoption of alternatives,  he said. 

 
According to the agreed phase-out schedule, developed countries reduced methyl bromide by 70 percent by 2003, 50 percent by 2001 and 25 percent by 1999. For developing countries the schedule started with a 2002 freeze (at average 1995 98 levels) and continues with reductions of 20 percent by 2005 and 100 percent by 2015. 

 
The nominations for exemptions from the 13 countries total some 17,000 metric tonnes. Of this amount, the UNEP Technology and Economics Assessment Panel (TEAP) is recommending that 12,900 tonnes be approved. 

 
Destruction of the stratospheric ozone layer allows UV-C and increased levels of UV-B radiation to reach the Earth’s surface. Risks include more melanoma and non melanoma skin cancers, more eye cataracts, weakened immune systems, reduced plant yields, damage to ocean eco systems and reduced fishing yields, adverse effects on animals, and damage to plastics. 

 
The ozone layer is expected to stabilize and return to normal in 50 years time or so but only if the Montreal Protocol’s phase-out schedules are fully respected.

________________________________________________________________________________________ 
Bradenton Herald

Methyl ban may drive farmers out
The fumigant is used to control pests
RICHARD DYMOND
Herald Staff Writer
EAST MANATEE - Some Manatee County farmers may go out of business if the Jan. 1, 2005, ban on the fumigant methyl bromide is not lifted, said a University of Florida associate professor who has been struggling to find a bromide replacement for a decade.

"Oh boy, it's going to be bad," said Jim Gilreath, an associate professor at the Gulf Coast Research and Education Center on Caruso Road. "Some local growers will be OK. But some of them might actually go out of business. Those who are farming real low land and have a lot of pest pressure will be severely impacted."

Gilreath is one of roughly 20 scientists who have been working full time over the last 10 years trying to develop a replacement for methyl bromide, which farmers use to control soil-borne pests.

In that decade, Gilreath and the others have not been able to find anything that does as complete a job as methyl bromide at a similar cost to the farmer.

"Methyl bromide does it all," Gilreath said. "It gets rid of pretty much all the major pests, and over the 30 years of use, a farming system has developed around it that all the growers are used to. Changing fumigants, going to something different, will probably involve not only a fumigant but an herbicide to pick up weed control. It is one more chemical added to the environment. Plus there is no one herbicide registered for use on all the crops we grow."

Methyl bromide has been listed as an ozone depleter by the United Nations Environmental Program, which ordered a systematic reduction in use of the material over the last five years.

The United States is allowed 30 percent of its 1991 use of the material. By Jan. 1, bromide will be banned in the United States.

The United States has submitted an exemption petition through the Environmental Protection Agency and the Department of State asking the United Nations for continued use of methyl bromide for strawberries and tomatoes at 39 percent of what it was in 1991, Gilreath said.

Gilreath grudgingly agrees that the exception is needed.

"We scientists have been provided 10 years and should have come up with a solution, but we haven't," Gilreath said Wednesday from his office on Caruso Road. "I feel guilty. I'm already spending 100 percent of my time, and it's darn hard to find something that will be a replacement."

Methyl bromide is relatively cheap. It costs $2.70 to $2.80 a pound, and growers use 350 pounds per acre. It is injected into the soil under pressure.

Gilreath has been re-evaluating old compounds, trying to find a way of making them work better. One of those is telone.

"Telone has some characteristics similar to methyl bromide, but it doesn't control weeds," Gilreath said.

Local growers want the use of methyl bromide to be extended.

"I think we should continue to be able to use it," owner Dan McClure of West Coast Tomato in Palmetto. "It is critical for the American farmer to be able to feed the American public and for us to be able to produce and market vegetables at a reasonable cost."

McClure said his company has been working with replacement materials but has not been able to find anything comparable.

"They say it contaminates the ozone, but auto exhaust pollutes, too, and they haven't outlawed them," McClure said.

Manatee County nurseryman Ralph Garrison doesn't use methyl bromide, but he says the material is needed for the survival of local growers.

"If you take methyl bromide out of farming we won't have any farming," Garrison said.



BBC

Ozone agreement faces challenge

	By Alex Kirby 
BBC News Online environment correspondent 
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The treaty has succeeded in reducing destruction of the ozone layer


A plea by developed countries to be allowed to go on using a gas that destroys ozone is being debated at an international meeting in Canada. 
They want the meeting of signatories to the ozone protection treaty, the Montreal Protocol, to allow continued use of methyl bromide. 
The gas, a pesticide for fumigating crops, damages the ozone layer. 
It was due to be phased out by 2005, and critics say reprieving it could badly damage the protocol. 
The Earth's thin layer of ozone protects all living things against harmful ultra-violet radiation from the Sun, which can cause cancer and blindness and damage the immune system. 
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It's the first time any country has proposed to reverse the phase-out and increase the production of a chemical that's supposed to be eliminated 

Daniel Doniger, The Natural Resources Defense Council 


Industrial gases, including chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs) and halons, had been eating away at the layer until the ozone "hole" was discovered above Antarctica in the 1980s. 
But the protocol has succeeded in reducing the destruction, and on present trends the ozone layer should be returning to normal by about the middle of the century. 
The Montreal Protocol does allow continued use of ozone-destroying gases for purposes agreed to be "critical". 
The US is asking at the meeting, also in Montreal, for "critical use exemptions" which environmental groups say would in fact expand its use of methyl bromide. 
Other countries pressing for similar exemptions include Australia, Belgium, Canada, France, Greece, Italy, Japan, the Netherlands, Portugal, Spain and the UK. The use of the gas had been cut to 30% of the high 1991 levels. 
Nick Nuttall, spokesman for the United Nations Environment Programme, said: "We need to see a commitment to a declining trajectory for methyl bromide. Otherwise we're left with a job unfinished. 
"If this happens it may send the wrong signal, and so other aspirations and goals like delivering safe and sufficient drinking water in the Third World, reversing the loss of the world's wildlife, and fighting global warming can also be put on hold." 
David Doniger, of a US lobby group, the Natural Resources Defense Council, said of the American request: "It's the first time any country has proposed to reverse the phase-out and increase the production of a chemical that's supposed to be eliminated." 
Some environmentalists believe the US administration is acting under pressure from the powerful farming lobby in key electoral states like California. 
________________________________________________________________________

Environmental Data Interactive

Rich countries seek to continue use of ozone destroying chemical

Thirteen developed countries are asking for exemptions to the ban on the ozone-destroying and highly toxic pesticide methyl-bromide at the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) meeting this week, in Montreal, Canada.

Metyl-bromide, a fumigant that kills soil and food pests, was due to be phased out by developed nations by January 1 2005, under the 1987 Montreal Protocol to protect the ozone layer. However, Australia, Belgium, Canada, France, Greece, Italy, Israel, Japan, the Netherlands, Portugal, Spain, the UK and the US all negotiated the right to continue using the chemical for "certain critical uses" after that date.

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

However, it would appear that some are campaigning for more than "limited exemption".

The US, the EU and Japan have cut the use of methyl bromide to 30% of 1991 levels. However, according to a report from Reuters, the US wants to increase its use of the chemical to 37% over previous levels over the next two years and by an unspecified level in the year after that.

US agricultural groups are reportedly concerned about a rule in the Protocol which allows developing nations an extra 10 years - until 2015 - to phase out the chemical. The growers groups say this puts them at an unfair disadvantage compared to farmers in developing countries.

Mr Toepfor said that governments can minimise the need for exemptions through regulatory and economic incentives that reward the development and adoption of alternative that do not damage the ozone layer.

The Natural Resources Defence Council believe methyl bromide to be the most dangerous ozone-depleting chemical still in widespread use and also a cause of prostate cancer.

The First Extraordinary Meeting of the Parties to the Montreal Protocol will conclude on March 26.

By David Hopkins

__________________________________________________________________________________________ Korean Times 

Pusan to House Maritime Body
[image: image5.png]


By Bae Keun-min 
Staff Reporter
A main office for the Northwest Pacific Action Plan (NOWPAP), a regional project by the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), will be stationed in Pusan.

The Ministry of Maritime Affairs and Fisheries said on Thursday that the UNEP has recently decided to establish the joint bureau for the NOWPAP in Korea’s largest port city and in Toyama, Japan. 

The NOWPAP, established in 1994, is a regional project for marine environmental protection by the UNEP. South Korea, China, Russia and Japan are members. North Korea is participating in it as an observer.

``Hosting the body is very historic as Korea is housing the first-ever U.N.-controlled maritime organization,’’ a ministry official said. 

He said it is the fifth U.N. office in the nation, followed by the U.N. Development Program, U.N. High Commissioner for Refugees, U.N. Industrial Development Organization’s Investment and Technology Promotion Office and U.N. Memorial Cemetery. 

Also, as an international organization, the NOWPAP is the ninth one in Korea, he added. Representatives for such international bodies as the World Health Organization, International Monetary Fund and the International Vaccine Institute are currently operate in the nation. 

``Through the hosting of the office, Korea has strengthened its influence in the global maritime environmental sector,’’ the official said. ``It will also be an opportunity for Korean specialists in the field to enter the international organization.’’

The ministry said the office will launch officially in the latter half of this year with recruitment for the body here, adding the office is likely to be expanded later if North Korea becomes a regular member of the organization.

The NOWPAP office in Pusan will mainly focus on managing legislation and policies for maritime matters of the member nations, according to the ministry. It will also act as a mediator in cooperative projects among the member nations.

The office will coordinate and promote cooperation among its four regional activity centers (RAC), including the Data and Information Network RAC in China, the Pollution Monitoring RAC in Russia, the Special Monitoring and Coastal Environment Assessment RAC in Japan and Marine Environmental Emergency Preparedness and Response RAC in Taejon, Korea.

Maritime Affairs-Fisheries Minister Chang Seung-woo and UNEP Executive Director Klaus Toepfer will hold an initialing ceremony for the office establishment next Monday during the 8th Special Session of the Governing Council and the Global Ministerial Environment Forum of UNEP on Cheju Island, the ministry said. 

The meeting, which will take place from next Monday through Wednesday on Korea’s scenic resort island, will discuss delivery of safe and sufficient water to people and providing better sanitation services, with the expected participation of 1,200 people, including government officials and representatives of non-governmental organizations from 120 nations. 

__________________________________________________________________________

Daily Nation -  Barbados

Plan To Protect The Sea – Talk Tourism - Thursday 25, March-2004

by Cheryl Harewood

A very important meeting took place in Colon City, Panama, two weeks ago. It was the gathering of regional and international environmental organisations to prepare a 2004-2006 Regional Plan Of Action For The Protection Of The Marine Environment From Land-Based Activities, based on the Global Programme of Action of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP).

Policy-making representatives of the Latin America and Caribbean nations, high-level technical experts and advisors, donors and stakeholders from all sectors benefiting from and impacting the coastal and marine ecosystems, all worked together to identify priorities and collectively lay the foundations of collaborative action plans.

The underlying premise is the notion that the partnership represents a better strategy to address the issues than each partner operating independently.

At the end of the three-day gathering, a regional partnership framework was forged for the implementation of the plan in the wider Caribbean – with tourism and coastal development identified as one of the priority issues.

In this area, the Caribbean Alliance for Sustainable Tourism (CAST), the environmental division of the Caribbean Hotel Association, assumed a leadership role to ensure that the tourism-specific agenda was addressed conscientiously.

According to Jennifer Dohrmann-Alpert, programme manager of CAST: “The Caribbean Sea is undoubtedly a major asset in the region’s tourism industry, linking and nurturing us all. Tourism, in turn, as the recognised driving engine of economic growth in the Caribbean, impacts on this asset and its key marine ecosystems. 

“Therefore, we have a collective responsibility to ensure and maintain a sustainable balance between our commercial tourism activities and the health of the marine environment,” she said.

The regional plan includes a specific mandate to “facilitate the expansion and/or replication of regional eco-certification [such as Green Globe 21, Blue Flag Caribbean, Quality Tourism for the Caribbean], in partnership with the Caribbean Alliance for Sustainable Tourism and the Caribbean Tourism Organisation”.

In addition, the tourism working group incorporated three topics submitted by CAST:

• the need for promotion and inclusion of tax incentives for the improved environmental performance of the tourism industry;

• the need for public sector infrastructure to address the needs of the industry, and;

• the strengthening of private and public sector partnerships to further enable and sustain the growth of the sector.

The regional meeting was convened by the Co-ordination Office of the Global Programme Of Action For The Protection Of The Marine Environment From Land-Based Activities, in association with the Autoridad Nacional del Ambiente, the government of Panama; the Water Centre For The Humid Tropics Of Latin America And The Caribbean; UNEP’s Regional Office For Latin American And The Caribbean; the Regional Office For North America and the Caribbean Regional Co-ordination Unit.

__________________________________________________________________________________________Financial Times, 

25 March 2004                                                                     
 LETTERS TO THE EDITOR: Montreal emergency meeting may be the last chance to protect ozone layer   from pesticide                                                                                    

From Mrs Margot Wallström.                                                                        

 Sir, The US and a number of European Union member states carry a great deal of responsibility for 

 putting back on track global efforts to repair the world's protective ozone layer, at an          

 international emergency meeting in Montreal beginning today. At stake is the most successful      

 environmental treaty to date, the 1987 Montreal protocol aimed at eliminating ozone-damaging      

 substances, and our future safety from the sun's dangerous ultraviolet radiation.                 

 The sticking point among the 183 parties are requests for exemptions to a 2005 ban on production  

 and import of methyl bromide, a highly ozone-depleting pesticide that is still popular with some  

 strawberry and tomato growers as well as mill owners. The US and 16 other industrialised          

 countries, including eight EU member states, have asked for 14,000 tonnes to be exempted from the 

 ban, with the US alone requesting 9,500 tonnes. This is substantially more methyl bromide than    

 the US produces or imports today with no ban in place (7,500 tonnes). It is also more than 126    

 developing countries use at present. A previous meeting in Nairobi last November collapsed over   

 this issue, with developing countries threatening to put on hold all their efforts to phase out   

 methyl bromide.                                                                                   

 Methyl bromide has been used for many years in the US, Europe and other places to kill pests in   

 soil and food-processing facilities. In 1995, when the ozone-damaging effects of methyl bromide   

 were established, the parties to the Montreal protocol agreed on a phase-out schedule and a       

 production and import ban to come into effect in industrialised countries in 2005. Exemptions to  

 the ban are to be granted by the parties themselves, acting in agreement, for a very limited      

 number of cases where there are no technically and economically feasible alternatives - for the   

 vast majority of uses, there are alternatives that are neither expensive nor less effective.      

 Over the past 10 years, some 80 countries have familiarised their farmers and mill owners with    

 alternatives, so that methyl bromide is hardly used there any longer, if at all. They include the 

 Netherlands, Denmark and Japan, but also developing countries such as Brazil, Costa Rica and      

 Argentina. Other countries have been slow and now find themselves trapped between voters' demands 

 for methyl bromide and their international commitments.                                           

 The meeting in Montreal may be the last chance for a solution to be found. It is clear that it    

 must be both pragmatic and show respect for the ban. This requires that the US and EU countries   

 show willingness to reduce their requests and that all parties negotiate in good faith. Only this 

 will ensure continued implementation of the important Montreal protocol.                          

_________________________________________________________________________________________                                                                                                   

BBC

Gorilla study gives social clues

By Helen Briggs

Western gorillas are threatened by poaching and disease

The western gorilla lives peacefully in human-like social groups, a study shows.

Only the mountain gorilla, which is known for its aggressive behaviour, chest-beating and fighting, has been widely observed in the wild until now.

But the new research suggests the western gorilla, another gorilla species, interacts peacefully when it comes into contact with other apes.

The study, published in the journal Current Biology, may give an insight into the social world of early humans.

Usually in mountain gorillas, when groups come across each other in the forest, the male-male interactions are quite aggressive, involving chest-beating, displays and sometimes even physical violence

Brenda Bradley

It suggests that some aspects of gorilla behaviour are shared with chimpanzees and humans.

The evidence is based on field studies of western lowland gorillas (Gorilla gorilla gorilla) living near the Mondika Research Station on the border of Central African Republic and the Democratic Republic of the Congo.

Different approach

Researchers in Germany and the United States collected hair and faecal samples from nests used by different social groups to analyse the animals' DNA.

Paternity tests indicated that neighbouring social groups of western gorillas were led by genetically related males.

Gorilla age was estimated from dung size; (l-r) infant, juvenile, adult female or blackback male, and silverback

When a mature male, known as a silverback, encountered a tribe led by its brother or cousin, the encounter was almost always a friendly one.

"Usually in mountain gorillas, when groups come across each other in the forest, the male-male interactions are quite aggressive, involving chest-beating displays and sometimes even physical violence," Brenda Bradley, of the Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology in Leipzig, Germany, told BBC News Online.

"In western gorillas, [researchers] have observed interactions where two groups have come together and members have co-mingled and interacted very peacefully and this has been very puzzling to researchers because they're used to observing interactions between gorillas as being something highly aggressive."

Human parallels

The researchers believe the behaviour is due to the existence of an extended family of males - a male kin network.

When a male gorilla leaves the group it was born into and starts its own family, it tends to stay in the same area of the forest and continues to interact with groups led by its father and brothers.

The same has been seen in chimpanzees, our closest animal relatives, suggesting that early human societies evolved in the same way.

"As early human society evolved, it would have been relations beyond the very close male-female offspring network - between male-male networks - that would have formed the basis for larger and larger groups coalescing and forming the basis of society eventually," said co-author Linda Vigilant, also at the Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology.

Conservation threats

Gorillas are the largest of the great apes, and among the world's most endangered species.

Are there clues here to the formation of early human communities?

Their precise taxonomic hierarchy has been hotly debated but they can be viewed as two species with four sub-species.

The two species would be the western, including the Cross River gorilla (Gorilla gorilla diehli) and the western lowland gorilla (Gorilla gorilla gorilla); and the eastern, including the eastern lowland gorilla (Gorilla berengei graueri) and the mountain gorilla (Gorilla berengei berengei).

Mountain gorillas have been widely studied in the wild since the 1950s. Only about 700 are left.

The western lowland gorilla is much more common, with a population size of about 94,000.  However, recent surveys show they are declining rapidly due to poaching and disease.

REGIONAL OFFICE FOR AFRICA - NEWS UPDATE

26 March 2004
General environment news

Ghana gold mining industry in another Cyanide spillage 

Accra, Ghana (PANA) - Ghana´s gold mining company has recorded another cyanide spillage into the drinking water source of a community in the Western Region, incurring the wrath of environmentalists and residents once more. A year after a similar spillage into a stream by a gold mining company caused an environmental uproar, volumes of the deadly chemical used in the industry has spilled from Prestea Sankofa Gold Limited (PSGL) into the Asesre stream. Reports speak of the death of fish in the stream at Himan near Prestea after the accident. As a precaution, the management of PSGL has advised the communities not to consume fish from the Asesre stream until monitoring of cyanide presence in the water is thoroughly investigated. More than 1,000 fish had died and been burned to prevent the local inhabitants from consuming them. Anthony Sarpong, Technical Services Manager of the company, said on Thursday that the spillage occurred after a heavy downpour last Sunday night. He said following the downpour, the water level at the enclosed area at the mine site containing the leaking tanks rose above the wall and escaped into the external environment to the Asesre stream. Sarpong said the immediate water sample tests conducted indicated high level of cyanide. He said security personnel have therefore been detailed to prevent people from eating fish or fishing in the stream. Meanwhile, production has been halted pending the putting in place possible measures that would prevent re-occurrence of the incident.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng035695&dte=25/03/2004
Ethiopia faces water problems 

Addis Ababa, Ethiopia (PANA) - Ethiopia, which is said to be "the water tower of Africa" is experiencing water problems and may soon face scarcity of the commodity unless preventive measures are taken by the authorities, according to a water expert. Kinfe Abraham, president of Ethiopian International Institute for Peace and Development (EIIPD), said, "Ethiopia should be engaged in harnessing the water of the Nile via equitable allocation before it faces the inevitable severe water stress and recurrent drought. "Our water resources, particularly the Nile River, should make all the difference by way of improving the productivity of agriculture." Kinfe said that most African countries, including the Nile Basin Initiative (NBI) ones, will face severe water shortages in the coming decades. According to Kinfe, the Nile River has not been properly shared among the NBI countries due to some historical factors. "Ethiopia is suffering from this limitation. The situation is now being discussed among NBI countries which is essential to stopping such an unfair utilization of water from the Nile River," Kinfe said. He added: "Water scarcity is a timely issue which we all need to give due attention."

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng035673&dte=25/03/2004
Umtata Gets Multimillion Water Project

BuaNews (Pretoria): The Department of Water Affairs and Forestry (DWAF) yesterday officially launched the Japanese funded Rural Water Projects in the O.R. Tambo district, Umtata as part of the National Water week celebrations. This year's event is commemorated under the theme: Washing away poverty. Yesterday's occasion saw the launch of Phase 1, which consists of 13 villages. Phase 2 consisting of the remaining eight is due for completion in July. The R30 million project entails the construction of sustainable water supply and sanitation facilities, including boreholes. The focus of National Water Week is on raising awareness among all South Africans of the responsibilities they have to use water wisely and sparingly. This year's celebrations coincide with government's 10 years of democracy celebrations and the success of the government's water delivery program and management during the first decade of democracy.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200403250207.html
_______________________________________________________________________________________
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T H U R S D A Y    H I G H L I G H T S

*
US veto in Security Council defeats resolution condemning killing of Hamas leader

*
Deadly clashes in Côte d’Ivoire prompt Annan to urge reconciliation

*
Annan calls on West Africa to break with authoritarianism

*
Security Council reviews steps to facilitate cross-border operations in West Africa

*
Annan, Security Council discuss Oil-for-Food investigation

*
Cyprus talks ‘on schedule,’ UN envoy says

*
States must aid Iraq, UN expert tells Commission on Human Rights in Geneva

*
In Geneva, UN rights expert tells of ‘unprecedented wave of oppression’ in Cuba

*
Over 1,000 Afghans a day returning from Pakistan – UN refugee agency

*
UN agency opens first safe camp for Sudanese refugees in Chad’s south

*
Experts meet at UN to examine Internet regulation

*
UN report finds mixed gains for women in China’s progress on anti-poverty goals

*
Solemn ceremony at UN honours memory of staff killed in service of peace

*
100 countries have now signed UN tobacco-control treaty 

*
UN anti-drug office receives more financial support from Tokyo organization

* * * *

Middle East

25 March – The United Nations Security Council today failed to adopt a resolution that would have condemned the assassination of Hamas leader Sheikh Ahmed Yassin, with the United States vetoing what it called a one-sided text.

The resolution, sponsored by Algeria and Libya, garnered 11 tallies in favour, with the United States casting the sole vote against it. Germany, Romania and the United Kingdom abstained.

Speaking before the vote, Ambassador John D. Negroponte of the United States explained that his country opposed the resolution because it was “silent about the terrorist atrocities committed by Hamas,” did not reflect the realities of the conflict in the Middle East and “because it will not further the goals of peace and security in the region.”

Ambassador Negroponte said the United States was “deeply troubled” by the killing of Sheikh Yassin. “Israel’s action has escalated tensions in Gaza and the region, and could set back our efforts to resume progress towards peace,” he said.

But he added that events must be considered in their context and the Council “does nothing to contribute to a peaceful settlement when it condemns one party’s actions and turns a blind eye to everything else occurring in the region.”

Following the vote, Algeria’s Ambassador, Abdallah Baali, said the result was as if the Security Council concluded that it had no say in the terrible tragedy unfolding in that part of the world. “By not condemning the extrajudicial killing of Sheikh Yassin, the Security Council is not sending the right message to the world which has unanimously condemned this crime,” he said.

Ambassador Baali added that the Council was not sending the right message to those who sincerely believed that it was the custodian of international law. “But it is certainly sending the wrong message to Israel, whose representative boasted two days ago in this very chamber about the crime and vowed to continue the unlawful policy of extrajudicial killings,” he said.

If adopted, the text would have condemned “the most recent extrajudicial execution committed by Israel, the occupying Power,” that killed Sheikh Ahmed Yassin along with six other Palestinians outside a mosque Monday in Gaza City, and called for a complete end to such killings.

The draft expressed the Council’s grave concern at the continued deterioration of the situation on the ground in the occupied Palestinian territory, including East Jerusalem, as a result of the escalation of violence and attacks, and condemned all terrorist attacks against any civilians as well as all acts of violence and destruction.

The draft also called on all sides to immediately undertake an unconditional cessation of acts of violence, including all acts of terrorism, provocation, incitement and destruction.

In a related provision, the Council would have called for the end to all illegal measures and practices and for respect for and adherence to international humanitarian law. Both parties would have been called on to fulfil their obligations under the Road Map and to work with the Quartet to implement it, in order to achieve the vision of the two States living side-by-side in peace and security.

The Road Map is a plan sponsored by the UN, European Union, Russian Federation and United States that calls for a series of parallel and reciprocal steps leading to two States living side by side in peace by 2005.

* * *

Côte d’Ivoire

25 March – Following clashes at protests in Côte d’Ivoire that reportedly left up to two dozen people dead, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today called for calm and dialogue.

“The Secretary-General urges all Ivorian parties and every citizen of Côte d’Ivoire to put the national interest foremost, stop all confrontations, and resume, without further delay and without any preconditions, the full implementation of the Linas-Marcoussis Agreement,” UN spokesman Fred Eckhard told reporters in New York.

The government and rebel Forces Nouvelles signed the agreement in Linas-Marcoussis, France, in January 2003, ending fierce fighting and setting up a government of national unity. In March 2003, another accord – the Accra II agreement – was concluded in a bid to resolve a dispute over appointing the ministers for defence and internal security.

Through his spokesman, Mr. Annan reminded the parties that the UN is preparing to deploy a peacekeeping force, but the Ivorian parties would have to show the political will to reject violence and work towards genuine reconciliation and mutual accommodation. 

Violent attacks broke out at demonstrations in the main commercial centre of Abidjan, where sporadic shooting was heard, according to the UN Mission in Côte d’Ivoire (MINUCI). Initial reports indicated that some 20 to 25 people may have been killed, and many others reportedly injured. 

One person was also killed during demonstrations in the capital, Yamoussoukro. A protest in Bouaké was generally peaceful.

The Secretary-General’s Special Representative, Albert Tevoedjre, urged all sides to halt the fighting, according to Mr. Eckhard.

On the eve of the demonstrations, Mr. Annan yesterday appealed to all sides to exercise restraint.

The Security Council is scheduled to discuss the situation in Côte d’Ivoire tomorrow.

* * *

West Africa

25 March – West Africa’s problems stem from abuses of the region’s governance, human rights and transparency obligations, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan told the Security Council today.

“Until they are addressed with real resolve, until there is a fundamental break with authoritarianism and the culture of violence, exclusion and impunity, I fear that whatever inroads we manage to make in handling cross-border problems will remain just that – temporary inroads – and fragile, at best,” Mr Annan said.

He was kicking off a Council debate on a report he issued earlier this month on “Ways to Combat Sub-Regional and Cross-Border Problems in West Africa.”

He urged the Governments in the region to establish solidly democratic institutions and effective regional institutions.

“West Africa is blessed with a vibrant civil society that has wide-ranging experience in conflict-prevention, peace-building and development,” Mr. Annan said. “States must draw on their experience in addressing their problems.”

In a multi-faceted approach, special attention should be paid to the proliferation of small arms, the illegal exploitation of natural resources and the use of child soldiers and mercenaries, as well as to roadblocks that impede the movement of people and goods in the sub-region, he said.

He welcomed the executive secretary of the Economic Commission of West African States (ECOWAS), Mohammad ibn Chambas, Foreign Minister Nana Akufo-Addo of Ghana, whose President John Kufuor is chairing ECOWAS, and Deputy Minister Andre Wilzer of the French Ministry of Cooperation and Francophonie, who were scheduled to address the Council.

UN Humanitarian Coordinator Jan Egeland said the sub-region’s capacity to handle the massive movements of refugees now being experienced is limited.

“Guinea currently hosts over 100,000 refugees, while over 100,000 Guineans have returned from Côte d’Ivoire. Other countries in the sub-region, such as Mali and Burkina Faso, suffer from the spillover effects of these conflicts. For example, over 340,000 people have returned to Burkina Faso from Côte d’Ivoire over this past year alone,” he said.

He noted that such critical areas for refugees as protection, health and education have been seriously under-funded despite appeals, with Côte d’Ivoire and Guinea receiving little or no funding for appeals launched in 2003.

* * * 

West Africa

25 March – Weighing Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s recommendations to reduce conflict in West Africa, the United Nations Security Council today said it would consider facilitating cross-border operations and strengthening cooperation among the UN peacekeeping missions in the region.

The measures would include “the possibility of ‘hot pursuit’ operations, joint air patrolling, shared border responsibility, the establishment of a sub-regional reserve force, the possible reinforcement of airspace monitoring and joint planning for the repatriation of foreign combatants,” Pierre-Andre Wiltzer, Minister for Cooperation and La Francophonie of France, which holds the rotating Council presidency, said in a statement adopted at the conclusion of a debate on the issue.

The 15-member Council will review further recommendations from Mr. Annan after he has consulted with the governments involved and, meanwhile, encouraged States in the region to organize joint patrols along common borders, according to the statement.

These countries were also urged to ensure that arms embargoes are fully implemented, Mr. Wiltzer said, voicing the Council’s intention “to continue to consider whether any further restrictive measures are necessary to stop the illicit flows of arms to conflict zones.”

Recognizing the need to address both the supply and demand side of the weapons equation, the Council invited governments to take steps in response to private companies selling “illegal arms or security services.”

The Council also invited the Secretary-General and the Economic Commission of West African States (ECOWAS) to improve the coordination of UN and ECOWAS activities in West Africa, Mr. Wiltzer said.

ECOWAS was encouraged to “name and shame” those in the region who engage in the black-market arms trade or use mercenaries and child soldiers.

* * *

Iraq: Oil-for-Food

25 March – Secretary-General Kofi Annan met today with Security Council members to review the workings of a proposed independent panel to probe allegations of corruption within the United Nations Oil-for-Food humanitarian programme for Iraq.

The Secretary-General informally shared the draft terms of reference for the panel with Council members yesterday, his spokesman, Fred Eckhard, said. Mr. Annan was still talking to possible panel members and may not finalize the list of names by Friday, but he still hoped to put out a letter about the investigation by the end of tomorrow, although that schedule may slip into next week, he added.

The Secretary-General wanted the Council’s support for the panel, since, without the cooperation of governments and companies, the investigation was not likely to succeed, Mr. Eckhard said in response to questions at the daily briefing. “So for those two reasons, he is looking for a signal from the Council that they agree with his going ahead” and is confident that he will get it, the spokesman said.

Asked about reports that the Pentagon has found signs of overpricing in the Oil-for-Food programme, the spokesman said officials from the programme did meet with Pentagon contracting experts involved in the study of oil contracts and shared information. The UN had not yet seen the Pentagon report and would not be able to comment until it had been reviewed, he said.

As to whether the Secretary-General would agree to appear before an inquiry, Mr. Eckhard noted that the panel’s draft terms of reference have not been finalized, but added that Mr. Annan would give the panel his full cooperation.

* * *

Cyprus

25 March – Negotiations on a plan to reunify Cyprus before its entry into the European Union on 1 May are on schedule, even though the parties are not always in face-to-face discussions, the United Nations envoy at the talks said today.

The meetings in Bürgenstock, Switzerland, aim to finalize changes to a plan put forward by UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan that will be submitted for approval by the Greek Cypriots and Turkish Cypriots at two separate referenda on 20 April. Greece and Turkey are present at this stage of the talks to lend a hand, and the two countries’ Prime Ministers are expected to join the discussions on Sunday.

Should this last push fail to resolve disagreements, Mr. Annan would then step in to use his discretion to complete his blueprint, which would ultimately create a federation of two constituent states – a Greek Cypriot state and the Turkish Cypriot state – and contains some suggestions for security arrangements between Greece and Turkey.

The Secretary-General’s Special Adviser, Alvaro de Soto, told the press today that the setting is in many ways ideal, since the participants from the Greek Cypriot side, the Turkish Cypriot side, Greece and Turkey are able to interact in a way that is unusual for them.

“I think that to that extent, it is a successful endeavour,” he said, noting that the four parties were able to sit down together at a dinner he hosted and engage each other in a format that allowed “fluid interaction” under the aegis of the UN.

The real test, Mr. de Soto added, is whether it will be possible to have an agreed text by 31 March that goes to referenda, rather than one that is finalized by the Secretary-General. “I have hope that it is possible to indeed have such an agreed text and this is what we are striving for,” he said.

* * *

Iraq: human rights

25 March – The international community must help Iraq to foster democracy, the United Nations expert charged with monitoring abuses in the country today told the Geneva-based Commission on Human Rights.

Andreas Mavrommatis, the Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights in Iraq, said the global community owed it to the long-suffering Iraqi people to stand by them, providing the necessary training and expertise in diverse fields to enable them to carry out the daunting task of reconstruction and reconciliation, eradicating the culture and remnants of 30 years of a regime that used oppression as its only political tool. 

Welcoming this position, Iraq’s delegate, Ousama Badedine voiced full support for the Special Rapporteur’s position, saying his country is ready for reconstruction and democracy. He added that daily acts of terrorism were creating a climate of fear, but efforts were being made to restore rights by lifting restrictions imposed by the previous regime. 

In his written report to the Commission, Mr. Mavrommatis says Iraq’s security situation has had an adverse effect not only on the long-overdue reconstruction of the country and the alleviation of the Iraqi people’s suffering, but also on efforts to investigate past violations. He notes that non-governmental organizations (NGOs) have made allegations regarding the conditions of detention of people arrested by Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA) forces, as well as about unnecessary innocent civilian casualties during security operations by the CPA. 

In a subsequent update to the report, the Special Rapporteur says he has received important documents about past violations and recommends speeding up the process of criminal investigations in connection with grave human rights violations. He adds that all mass graves must be secured, while the process of identifying remains must be accelerated. 

* * *

Cuba

25 March – An “unprecedented wave of oppression” has taken place in Cuba, with many arrests, quick trials without lawyers present, very heavy sentences and conditions of detention that are of great concern, according to a senior United Nations human rights official.

Christine Chanet, Personal Representative of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights on the situation in Cuba, told the UN Commission on Human Rights yesterday in Geneva that she had attempted to gain the cooperation of the Cuban authorities in carrying out her mandate, but had been unsuccessful.

She had therefore relied on various other sources and mechanisms in compiling her report and the information in her report corresponded to information available to other UN and was thus impartial and objective.

Ms. Chanet also noted that with regard to economic, social and cultural rights the Cuban Government had progressed, as it had in other areas including religious freedom.

Cuban representative Jorge Ivan Mora Godoy said the Commission’s “anti-Cuban exercise” was part of its unjust politicized practices enthroning partiality, selectivity and discriminatory treatment against the countries of the South.

Its motivation, origin and evolution had been determined by a policy of domination that the United States Government had tried to impose on Cuba, against whose people it had conducted various aggressions, including a genocidal blockade that had now dragged on for over four decades, he added.

In reaction, the Acting High Commissioner for Human Rights, Bertrand Ramcharan, said Ms. Chanet was a person of impeccable integrity, her work had always reflected this and he wished to thank her for the job done.

* * *

Afghanistan

25 March – Three weeks after the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) resumed its voluntary repatriation programme from Pakistan to Afghanistan, the pace of returns has stepped up to more than 1,000 people a day.

Speaking to reporters in Kabul, UNHCR spokesman Mohammad Farhad said the agency helped more than 3,700 Afghans return in the first three days of this week. So far this year the agency has helped more than 13,000 Afghans from Pakistan and another 8,200 return from Iran.

UNHCR resumed its voluntary repatriation scheme on 3 March, three months after stopping because of the murder of one of its staff members, Bettina Goislard, in the Afghan city of Ghazni. The resumption followed security assurances from the Afghan and Pakistani governments and the introduction of extra security precautions by the agency.

Returning refugees can collect a small travel grant, food and a family kit from one of six UNHCR transit centres as they return to Afghanistan, Mr. Farhad said.

Later this week, the number of refugees assisted in returning from Iran since the fall of the Taliban in late 2001 is expected to top 400,000. UNHCR estimates another 270,000 people have gone back on their own.

* * *

Sudan

25 March – The United Nations refugee agency has opened its first camp in the southern section of Chad’s eastern border zone with Sudan, providing a safe shelter for Sudanese refugees fleeing civil war in the Darfur region. 

The camp, known as Goz Amer 1, accepted its first convoy of 78 refugees on Tuesday and another convoy of 130 people today, the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) reported. A second camp in the same area is being planned.

UNHCR, Chad’s national refugee agency and several non-governmental organizations (NGOs) have set up five camps this year well inside Chad so that residents will be safe from cross-border raids by militia groups.

The refugees now in Goz Amer 1 had been living in makeshift shelters near the town of Mouraye. The new camp will provide a home for refugees living along a 300-kilometre stretch of the Chadian-Sudanese border between the towns of Ade and Tissi.

Almost 15,000 refugees live in four camps – Farchana, Iridimi, Kounoungo and Touloum – in the northern section of the border zone, with fresh convoys arriving daily. The camp at Touloum is currently full until more water supplies can be introduced.

UNHCR estimates that more than 110,000 Sudanese have fled across the border to Chad in the past year to escape conflict in the Darfur region in their country’s west. Fighting continues between the Sudanese Government, rebel groups such as the Sudan Liberation Army (SLA) and militia groups. Another 700,000 people are thought to be internally displaced because of that conflict, while overall, Sudan has the world’s largest population of displaced persons, with some 3 million to 4 million across the vast territory.

* * *

Internet

25 March – Government, business and civil society representatives convened today at United Nations Headquarters in New York to examine issues surrounding the regulation of the Internet, with Secretary-General Kofi Annan urging participants to ensure that the benefits of this revolutionary medium are made available to everyone around the world.

In remarks to the opening session of the Global Forum on Internet Governance, the Secretary-General noted how in only a few years, the Internet has revolutionized trade, health, education and “the very fabric of human communication and exchange.”

Nevertheless, the issues surrounding Internet governance are numerous and complex, and the world has a common interest in ensuring the security and dependability of this new medium, the Secretary-General said.

He also stressed the need to foster inclusive and participatory models of governance. “The medium must be made accessible and responsive to the needs of all the world’s people,” he said. “At present, its reach is highly uneven, and the vast majority of people have yet to benefit from it, or even to be touched by it at all.”

Organized by the UN Information and Communication Technologies Task Force (ICTF), the two-day Global Forum is intended to contribute to preparations for a Working Group on Internet Governance to be established by the Secretary-General, one of the outcomes of the World Summit on the Information Society (WSIS) held last December in Geneva. The Secretary-General appointed Markus Kummer of Switzerland today as the head of a secretariat to assist him in setting up the Working Group.

During today’s session, the Global Forum will seek to reach agreement on different areas of Internet governance, as well as to identify areas that merit further discussion, including Internet infrastructure, electronic commerce, intellectual property, privacy issues, spam, and cultural and linguistic diversity.

* * * 

China

25 March – Despite China’s impressive economic achievements, the country’s elderly women suffer disproportionate poverty rates, the incidence of female suicide is rising, and the skewed gender balance among newborns will have severe future demographic consequences, according to a United Nations report published today.

The 45-page report, Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), China’s Progress, notes that the country will probably achieve most of the MDGs by 2015, the target date for reaching goals ranging from halving extreme poverty to halting the spread of HIV/AIDS and providing universal primary education.

Some targets such as primary education have already been achieved, 13 years ahead of schedule. But China may not be on track for halting and reversing HIV/AIDS, promoting gender equality and providing safe drinking water to its rural populations.

The development picture for women is also mixed, the report notes. Gender gaps are widening, and the aging of Chinese society is posing an increasing challenge because the elderly are disproportionately poor and female, with widows and unmarried, childless women among the most economically vulnerable.

The widely noted increase in the margin of newborn boys over girls “has serious implications for the future,” the report warns. Sexual predetermination of newborns is illegal in China, but widespread and the government estimates that the sex ratio is about 116 boys for every 100 girls.

“The shortage of women will have enormous implications on China’s social, economic and development future,” said UN Resident Coordinator Khalid Malik. “In the next decade, we could have as many as 60 million missing women. People are exercising their preferences, but the consequences for society are huge.”

UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan lauded China for the strides it has taken towards reaching the MDGs but cautioned that it still must be prepared to meet the considerable challenges that lie ahead.

“The China MDG report alerts us to growing challenges of HIV/AIDS and other health issues, rising inequality and environmental degradation,” he said in a message to the High-Level International Conference on the MDGs in Beijing, delivered on his behalf by Rubens Ricupero, Secretary-General of the UN Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD).

“These challenges are by no means unique to China” and countries must work together to resolve them,” he added.

* * *

UN staff

25 March – The United Nations Correspondents Association (UNCA) held a solemn ceremony today at UN Headquarters in New York to mark the Day of Solidarity with Detained and Missing Staff Members.

The annual commemoration highlights the plight of UN staff members who have been arrested, detained, abducted or “disappeared” while working for the world body, and draws attention to the wider issues of staff security and safety.

According to the most recent UN statistics on the safety and security of humanitarian personnel, 34 UN staff members are either under arrest, missing or have been detained. 

Last year alone, 10 UN staff members were taken hostage in Liberia, Georgia and the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC). In January of this year, a UN staff member was kidnapped in Somalia and held for more than a week.

The Day was instituted after the 1985 abduction in Beirut of Alec Collett, who had been working for the UN Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA). Mr. Collett’s fate remains unknown.

Mr. Collett’s wife Elaine joined Secretary-General Kofi Annan, General Assembly President Julian R. Hunte of St. Lucia, and UNCA President Tony Jenkins at the ceremony.

Mr. Annan said the feelings at the UN on the subject of the Day are especially raw after last year’s deadly terrorist attack in Baghdad, where his senior envoy, Sergio Vieira de Mello, and 21 others were killed.

“I wish to assure all staff that their safety remains my foremost concern, and I am committed to ensuring that the policies, protections and accountability measures are in place that will enable them to carry out their vital work,” the Secretary-General said.

He also urged the 120 countries that are not party to the United Nations Convention on the Safety of UN and Associated Personnel to join that pact without delay.

“But that, of course, is merely a first step, and one on paper, too; there is far more that states can and must do to provide secure and safe working conditions, to prevent hostage-taking, arbitrary detentions and ‘disappearances,’ and to seek justice when such things occur,” he added.

* * *

Tobacco

25 March – One hundred countries representing 4.5 billion people have signed the global treaty aimed at curbing tobacco use, which now claims nearly 5 million lives every year and causes an estimated annual net loss of $200 billion in treatment and lost productivity, the United Nations health agency reported today.

The milestone was reached with this week’s signatures by Ecuador and the Republic of Congo of the UN World Health Organization (WHO) Framework Convention on Tobacco Control (FCTC), which requires countries to restrict tobacco advertising, sponsorship and promotion, set new labelling and clean indoor air controls and strengthen legislation to clamp down on tobacco smuggling.

WHO Director-General Lee Jong-wook praised the signatories for protecting their populations from tobacco-related diseases.

He called on all remaining nations to sign the Convention, the first international treaty negotiated under WHO auspices, and on all signatories who have not yet ratified it to do so. The FCTC will enter into force and become legally binding 90 days after the 40th ratification. So far nine countries have ratified it. Three months remain before the end of the signature period. After that, nations can directly adopt the treaty as law without having signed it in a process called “accession.”

At the time of its unanimous adoption last May by WHO’s 192 members, the agency warned that the annual death toll of 4.9 million, if left unchecked, could double by 2020.

The tobacco epidemic is still expanding, especially in developing countries where currently seven out of every 10 tobacco-related deaths occur, according to WHO. At current rates, the total number of tobacco users is expected to rise to 1.7 billion by 2025 from 1.3 billion now.

The European Community (EC) has also signed the treaty as a regional economic integration organization, while its member states sign and ratify the treaty individually.

* * *

Drugs

25 March – With a history of contributing as much money as some of the world’s biggest donor States, the Tokyo-based Drug Abuse Prevention Centre (DAPC) has presented the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) with another $190,000 to help it do its work around the world.

Six Japanese secondary school students presented the latest amount – the DAPC has provided almost $3.9 million since 1994 – to UNODC Executive Director Antonio Maria Costa at the Office’s headquarters in Vienna.

DAPC raised the funds by collecting money in the streets as well as from civil society and the private sector in Japan, and has committed to maintaining its “No! Absolutely No!” campaign against drug abuse in developing countries until 2008.

In a statement released today, UNODC said the DAPC’s contributions are used mainly to give out grants to non-governmental organizations (NGOs) fighting the scourge of drugs in Latin America and the Caribbean, Africa, Asia and Eastern Europe. UNODC estimates that more than 300 grants – ranging in value from $5,000 to $20,000 – have been handed over to NGOs operating in at least 90 countries.

* *** *

_______________________________________________________________________________________
DAILY PRESS BRIEFING BY THE OFFICE OF THE SPOKESMAN FOR THE SECRETARY-GENERAL
Following is a near-verbatim transcript of today’s noon briefing by Fred Eckhard, Spokesman for the Secretary-General.

Good Afternoon.

**Statement attributable to the Spokesman on Côte d’Ivoire
We’re going to start with a statement attributable to the Spokesman concerning the situation in Côte d’Ivoire:

“The Secretary-General is deeply disturbed that, despite his personal appeals and the interventions by ECOWAS leaders, demonstrations which were held in Abidjan on 25 March resulted in a tragic loss of life.  The Secretary-General urges all Ivorian parties and every citizen of Côte d’Ivoire to put the national interest foremost, stop all confrontations, and resume, without further delay and without any preconditions, the full implementation of the Linas-Marcoussis Agreement.  At a time when the UN is preparing the deployment of a peacekeeping operation, the Ivorian parties must demonstrate the political will to reject all forms of violence and engage in genuine reconciliation and mutual accommodation.”

**Côte d’Ivoire -- Addition
The UN Mission in Côte d’Ivoire reports that violent attacks have broken out in various parts of Abidjan, and says that sporadic shooting was heard throughout the city.  Initial reports indicate that some 20 to 25 people may have been killed, and many others reportedly injured. 

Demonstrations have also taken place in Yamassoukro, where one person was reportedly killed, and in Bouaké, where the demonstration was generally peaceful.  The Secretary-General’s Special Representative, Albert Tevoedjre, has been maintaining phone contacts, urging all sides to halt the fighting.

The Department of Peacekeeping Operations intends to brief the Security Council on the developments in Côte d’Ivoire tomorrow.

**Security Council
A multi-faceted regional approach is needed if we want to deal effectively with West Africa’s problems, the Secretary-General told the Security Council in its open debate this morning on that region.

He said that the root causes of West Africa’s problems are linked above all to questions of governance, human rights and transparency. Regrettably, such abuses are all too prevalent in the region.

He urged Governments in the region to build on the gains they have recently made and establish solidly democratic organizations and effective regional organizations. We have copies of his speech upstairs.

The UN Emergency Relief Coordinator meanwhile, Jan Egeland briefed the Security Council on the humanitarian situation in West Africa.

While highlighting considerable progress made in countries such as Sierra Leone, Egeland noted that many communities in the region still suffer widespread human rights abuses.  He said that the efforts of the humanitarian community should not be "quick fixes". Instead they should also address root causes such as the spread of small arms, poor governance, absence of the rule of law, and poverty. 

Council members are continuing their debate, which is chaired by France’s Minister Delegate for Cooperation and Francophonie. A Presidential Statement is expected at the end of the meeting.

The Security Council intends to hold another formal meeting this afternoon, to vote on a draft resolution on the Middle East, concerning the assassination of Sheikh Ahmed Yassin. That meeting is tentatively scheduled at 4:00 o’clock.

**Cyprus
The [Cyprus] talks taking place in Burgenstock, Switzerland, are on schedule, and the Secretary-General’s Special Adviser, Alvaro de Soto, spoke to the press there today.

He said the setting is in many ways ideal, since we have the participants from the Greek Cypriot side, the Turkish Cypriot side, Greece and Turkey now able to interact in a way that is unusual for them. “I think that to that extent”, he said, “it is a successful endeavour”.

The real test, he added, is whether it will be possible by 31 March to have an agreed text that goes to referenda, rather than one that is finalized by the Secretary-General.

**Afghanistan
The UN Refugee Agency says that the rate of returns by refugees from Pakistan to Afghanistan has increased steadily since UNHCR resumed its voluntary repatriation program on 3 March, with more than 1,000 people a day going back to Afghanistan. In the first three days of this week, UNHCR helped more than 3,700 Afghans come home from Pakistan.  We have more details in today’s briefing notes from Kabul.

**Rwanda genocide
We have a media advisory concerning an announcement the Secretary-General will make tomorrow at the Memorial Conference on the Rwanda Genocide at 9 a.m.  The information contained in the advisory is embargoed until 9 a.m. tomorrow.

**Chad –- UNHCR opens new camp for Sudanese refugees
The UN refugee agency has opened the first camp for Sudanese refugees in the southern part of the affected border zone with Chad. Up until now, UNHCR had four camps, all along the northern part of the border. 

The new camp offers refugees encamped along a 300-kilometre stretch an opportunity to move to a safer location further inside Chad.  The camp received the first convoy of 78 refugees on Tuesday and the second convoy of 130 today.  

In all, some 110,000 Sudanese refugees are estimated to have fled to Chad from fighting in the Darfur region of western Sudan.  We have press release on that.

**Internet governance
This morning the Secretary-General spoke at the opening Session of the Global Forum on Internet Governance. He said that he Internet has revolutionized trade, health, education and, indeed, the very fabric of human communication and exchange.  But, he added, the world has a common interest in ensuring the security and dependability of this new medium and in ensuring that it is accessible and responsive to the needs of all people.  

The Secretary-General has appointed Mr. Markus Kummer of Switzerland as the head of the secretariat that will assist the Secretary-General in setting up a Working Group on Internet Governance.  The Secretary-General was asked to establish such a working group by the Geneva phase of the World Summit on the Information Society, which was held in December.  The secretariat will support the working group once it has been established.

**China
China’s impressive economic achievements have left women lagging behind, according to an unprecedented United Nations report on China, launched jointly today in Beijing by the UN and the Government of China. 

Gender discrimination contributes to disproportionate poverty rates among elderly women and rising female suicide rates, the report says.

The 45-page report, “Millennium Development Goals, China’s Progress”, also notes that the country will probably achieve most of the Millennium Development Goals by 2015.  UNDP has a press release out with more details.

**SG on staff
The Secretary-General just spoke on the Day of Solidarity with Detained and Missing Staff Members, saying that feelings at the UN on that subject are especially raw after last year’s horrific attack in Baghdad.  He said the United Nations is trying its utmost to ensure that staff can work in safety, as far as that is possible.  We have copies of his remarks upstairs.

**Convention on tobacco control signed by 100 countries
With the signature of Ecuador and the Republic of Congo this week, a total of 100 countries, plus the European Community, have so far signed the Framework Convention on Tobacco Control. 

According to the World Health Organization, the signing countries have underscored their commitment to protect their populations -- some 4.5 billion people -- from tobacco-related diseases. 

However, WHO also notes that the tobacco epidemic is still expanding, especially in developing countries where seven out of every ten tobacco-related deaths now occur.  We have a press release on that.

**Press conferences today
Press conference at 12:30; in other words, very shortly in this room, Jose-Maria Figueres Olsen, the Chairman of the UN Information and Communications Technological Task Force, will be joined by Finton Cerf, the Senior Vice President of MCI, and others, to brief you on the issues before the Global Forum on Internet Governance, which is taking place today and tomorrow here at Headquarters.

**Press conferences tomorrow
And then a press conference tomorrow, 12:30 again, in this room, Ambassador Inocencio Arias of Spain, Chairman of the Security Council’s Counter-terrorism Committee, will brief you on the work of the Committee.

That’s all I have for you.  Yes, Warren?
Questions and Answers
Question:  Fred, is the Secretary-General today seeing the perm reps from the Security Council?  And if he is, is it for the purpose of discussing his commission or his plans to investigate oil-for-food?

Spokesman:  Yes.  Late last night the Secretary-General informally circulated to members of the Council the draft terms of reference for his independent panel to look into allegations of wrongdoing with the oil-for food programme for Iraq.  And he has asked them to join him in his conference room this afternoon for an informal meeting to review that draft with them.  I think that’s scheduled for something like 3:00 o’clock, and we have organized a photo opportunity at the top.  Bill?

Question:  Will the Secretary-General at that time; and if not, when, name the panel that will conduct the independent investigation?

Spokesman:  He is still talking to possible members of the panel.  That will not happen today.  In other words, the membership of the panel will not be finalized today.  It’s still his hope to try to get it done by tomorrow, but there is also a good chance that these panelists will not be lined up even by the end of tomorrow.  So, looking to get it done by the end of tomorrow; but it might have to slop over to next week.  Yes, Per?

Question:  We’re learning that the Defense Department in Washington has conducted an audit of the oil-for-food programme.  After looking at 10 per cent of contracts they have uncovered, they claim, more than $500 million worth of overpricing.  What, if any comments do you have on these findings from the Pentagon?

Spokesman:  I’ve been told by the oil-for-food programme that experts from the programme did meet with Pentagon contracting experts involved in the study of these contracts, and shared information with them.  We have not yet seen this report and so we won’t be able to comment on the substance of it until we’re able to review it.  Yes?

Question:  It sounded like the SG was saying that the UN needs to take a greater role in governing the Internet.  Is he suggesting that the UN should take over from ICON?

Spokesman:  No. No, I think what he’d like to see is governments coordinate their policies more effectively so that the benefits of the internet can be shared more widely.

Question:  The SG is not proposing that an agency take over that role?

Spokesman:  Not that I am aware.  It’s not a subject I know the details on, so I don’t think I can say any more.  Bill?

Question:  There’s a report that the Secretary-General offered the Israeli Foreign Minister yesterday UN assistance of some nature in terms of securing the peace, monitoring, running, assisting in Gaza after the Israeli disengagement.  What exactly did the Secretary-General have in mind there?

Spokesman:  I think we gave you a brief read out of that meeting in which we said that the Israeli Foreign Minister had briefed the Secretary-General on the Government’s plans for the withdrawal from Gaza.  There was mention of the UN’s role in the Israeli withdrawal from Lebanon.  I think it was the Foreign Minister who first raised that.  The Secretary-General said that Israel might want to look at the successful experience of the withdrawal from Lebanon, which involved both the Security Council and the UN peacekeeping mission in the area.  There was no specific discussion of the nature of UN involvement.  It was more a suggestion, I think, on the Secretary-General’s part that Lebanon might be a useful model for Israel to look at; particularly regarding the role of the Security Council.  David?

Question:  For the benefit of those who need you to say something maybe on camera, is there anything you can share with us about the terms of reference drafted by the SG?  I take it they’re subject to change, but maybe broadly, what kind of mandate he is looking for for this panel?

Spokesman:  No, I wouldn’t want to.  It’s a two-page letter drafted by lawyers, and I wouldn’t want to summarize it in a few sentences.  And as you said, the Secretary-General called this meeting this afternoon to discuss its contents with members.  And should members want to suggest changes, he would certainly entertain those suggestions.  So, let’s let this consultation process go ahead, and then when the letter comes out, possibly by the end of tomorrow, more likely early next week, it would contain the names of the members of the panel as well as the final terms of reference.  Bill?

Question:  Will the Secretary-General be seeking a Security Council endorsement of these terms of reference specifically, you know, saying we support these terms by adopting a presidential statement or some sort of other declaration saying that? 

Spokesman:  I think we’ve already said that for two reasons he needs Council support:  first, it’s not within his competence or his authority to initiate an investigation of the actions of governments or private companies.  So, in putting together this panel, he’s looking for a nod from the Council.  And second, without the full cooperation of governments and companies, the investigation is not likely to succeed.  So, for those two reasons, he is looking for a signal from the Council -- we don’t know whether it would be in the form of a statement or a letter in reply to his letter, but some indication that they agree with his going ahead.  And I think he is confident he will get that nod.  Yes, Serge? 

Question:  Fred, do you recall any circumstances of a Secretary-General appearing before a commission of inquiry -- such as what he is going through with the oil-for-food?

Spokesman:  I think it’s too early to how this panel once formed would conduct its work, particularly since the terms of reference aren’t finalized. So, I don’t have an answer to that question.  Your question is would the Secretary-General himself submit to…(Interrupted)

Question:  Well, I did not want to ask it directly like that… I asked you if there was any (inaudible) or consensus…

Spokesman:  …submit to interrogation by the panel?  I am sure he’d give the panel his full cooperation.

Good.  Thank you very much.




UNEP and the Executive Director in the News





� HYPERLINK "talks" ��Viet Nam News Agency - Montreal Protocol talks consider exemptions from methyl bromide ban� �� HYPERLINK "ban" ��Bradenton Herald - Methyl ban may drive farmers out�


� HYPERLINK "ozone" ��BBC - Ozone agreement faces challenge�


� HYPERLINK "seek" ��Environmental Data Interactive - Rich countries seek to continue use of ozone destroying chemical�


� HYPERLINK "pusan" ��Korean Times - Pusan to House Maritime Body�


� HYPERLINK "plan" ��Daily Nation (Barbados) - Plan To Protect The Sea – Talk Tourism�
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