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THE ENVIRONMENT IN THE NEWS

Monday, 26 May 2003



War and the Environment - The Gulf Conflict
· Reuters - Human rights, antiwar groups fight Iraq resolution
· NY TIMES - Senators Sharply Criticize Iraq Rebuilding Efforts

Note:  Sergio Vieira de Mello appointed Special Representative for Iraq



(Article available in Media Unit)


Other Environment-related News

· Reuters - Bush slams Europe over GM crops for Africa

Environmental News from the UNEP Regions

· ROA


Other UN News

· S.G.'s Spokesman Daily Press Briefing for 23 May 2003
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Associated Press

US' s Use of depleted uranium raises health fears in Iraq

(This article also appeared in ABC News, Yahoo News, The State, Newsday & Hoovers)

Amr Mouftah and a couple of friends were playing on the demolished Iraqi armored personnel carriers, climbing onto turrets and swinging and leaping from gun barrels. "This is great fun -- just like having a big new toy," said 11-year-old Amr.

On the sidewalk, pedestrians squeezed past the charred vehicles. None was aware of the potential danger inside the metal hulks littering Baghdad, destroyed when US-led strikes used depleted uranium shells against tanks and other armoured vehicles.

Iraqi doctors and scientists -- and the United Nations to a lesser extent -- are worried that birth defects and childhood cancers could surge in the aftermath of the latest conflict, not unlike medical problems in southern Iraq after the mildly radioactive munitions were first used in the 1991 Gulf War.

"Many in the medical community are worried that malignancies will rise very quickly in the future because so many people will be exposed to depleted uranium residue throughout the country," said Ranna Abdel Karim, a doctor at Baghdad's Children's Hospital. Depleted uranium, fashioned from low-level radioactive wastes, is two times denser than steel and 1.7 times denser than lead.

This theoretically creates a projectile more able to penetrate the heavy armour of tanks than conventional armor-piercing munitions. US tanks, Bradley fighting vehicles, A-10 attack jets and Apache helicopters routinely use depleted uranium rounds. Aside from the United States and Britain, no other nation uses the munitions. Russian military experts say shells made from alloys of hardened steel, lead and tungsten are equally effective in the anti-tank role.

The substance is said to be harmless when sealed in artillery shells or bombs. But when a shell strikes its target, some of the metal burns and oxidizes into microscopic particles. This creates dust that some say is toxic if inhaled or ingested.

Experts at the Pentagon and the United Nations estimate that 1,000-2,000 metric tons (1,100-2,200 tons) of depleted uranium were used by US-led coalition forces during their attack on Iraq in March and April. This contrasts with about 340 metric tons (375 tons) used in the 1991 Gulf War, 10 metric tons (11 tons) fired during the 1999 war against Serbia over Kosovo, and a much smaller quantity used against rebel Serb positions in Bosnia in 1995.

The UN Environment Program, while acknowledging its assessments have found no immediate risk, has recommended a scientific investigation of sites targeted by depleted uranium weapons in Iraq. "The fact remains that depleted uranium is still an issue of great concern for the general public," UNEP director Klaus Toepfer said.

Unlike the 1991 war, when most combat took place in Iraq's southeastern tip, the fighting this time engulfed some of the country's most densely populated areas.

The Pentagon and many experts contend that depleted uranium, because of its low radioactivity, poses no risk to the health of soldiers handling munitions made from it, or to civilians living in areas where those shells were used.

An official of the US-led administration in Iraq, speaking on condition of anonymity, said there were plans to eventually clean up all wrecks left over from the war.

"But this is a country awash with munitions," the official said. "And the danger of kids finding land mines or grenades is much more immediate than the risk posed by DU."

In the decade that followed the 1991 war, Iraqi health officials said they had recorded a 200 percent rise in cancer and leukemia cases, particularly in young children, in Basra. That southern city was close to the battlefields of the 1991 war.

"There is no other explanation for this outbreak of all forms of cancer, including the rarest forms of leukemia, than the radioactivity coming from depleted uranium," said Abdel Karim, whose hospital is the primary health care institution in the country treating children with malignancies.

Although medical studies have failed to show a direct link between DU exposure and human disease, test-tube experiments suggested it could trigger potentially dangerous changes in cells. Yugoslav military pathologists believe they have established a link between the cancer-related deaths of numerous Bosnian Serbs near Sarajevo and depleted uranium shells used in 1995 NATO bombardments.

Some US veterans have also alleged that depleted uranium played a role in Gulf War Syndrome, a shadowy malady that afflicted more than 3,000 U.S. servicemen who fought in the 1991 Gulf War.

Abdel Karim said Iraqi medical practitioners had noticed that cancer cases from areas around Basra were particularly difficult to treat. She blames that on depleted uranium.

"Most have to be referred for bone transplants," she said. "Unlike other cases, they just don't respond to chemotherapy and other treatment."


_________________________________________________________________________________________

AP

Iraqi fears over depleted uranium

Saturday, May 24, 2003 Posted: 1:38 PM EDT (1738 GMT)

BAGHDAD, Iraq (AP) -- Iraqi doctors and scientists -- and the United Nations to a lesser extent -- are worried that birth defects and childhood cancers could surge because of the use of depleted uranium shells by U.S.-led forces. 

The mildly radioactive munitions were first used in the 1991 Gulf War and later caused medical problems in southern Iraq. 

"Many in the medical community are worried that malignancies will rise very quickly in the future because so many people will be exposed to depleted uranium residue throughout the country," said Ranna Abdel Karim, a doctor at Baghdad's Children's Hospital. 

Depleted uranium, fashioned from low-level radioactive wastes, is 21/2 times denser than steel and 1.7 times denser than lead. This theoretically creates a projectile more able to penetrate the heavy armor of tanks than conventional armor-piercing munitions. 

U.S. tanks, Bradley fighting vehicles, A-10 attack jets and Apache helicopters routinely use depleted uranium rounds. 

Aside from the United States and Britain, no other nation uses the munitions. Russian military experts say shells made from alloys of hardened steel, lead and tungsten are equally effective in the anti-tank role. 

The substance is said to be harmless when sealed in artillery shells or bombs. But when a shell strikes its target, some of the metal burns and oxidizes into microscopic particles. This creates dust that some say is toxic if inhaled or ingested. 

Experts at the Pentagon and the United Nations estimate that 1,100-2,200 tons of depleted uranium were used by U.S.-led coalition forces during their attack on Iraq in March and April. This contrasts with about 375 tons used in the 1991 Gulf War, 11 tons fired during the 1999 war against Serbia over Kosovo, and a much smaller quantity used against rebel Serb positions in Bosnia in 1995. 

The U.N. Environment Program, while acknowledging its assessments have found no immediate risk, has recommended a scientific investigation of sites targeted by depleted uranium weapons in Iraq. 

"The fact remains that depleted uranium is still an issue of great concern for the general public," UNEP director Klaus Toepfer said. 

Unlike the 1991 war, when most combat took place in Iraq's southeastern tip, the fighting this time engulfed some of the country's most densely populated areas. 

The Pentagon and many experts contend that depleted uranium, because of its low radioactivity, poses no risk to the health of soldiers handling munitions made from it, or to civilians living in areas where those shells were used. 

An official of the U.S.-led administration in Iraq, speaking on condition of anonymity, said there were plans to eventually clean up all wrecks left over from the war. 

"But this is a country awash with munitions," the official said. "And the danger of kids finding land mines or grenades is much more immediate than the risk posed by DU." 

In the decade that followed the 1991 war, Iraqi health officials said they had recorded a 200 percent rise in cancer and leukemia cases, particularly in young children, in Basra. That southern city was close to the battlefields of the 1991 war. 

"There is no other explanation for this outbreak of all forms of cancer, including the rarest forms of leukemia, than the radioactivity coming from depleted uranium," said Abdel Karim, whose hospital is the primary health care institution in the country treating children with malignancies. 

Abdel Karim said Iraqi medical practitioners had noticed that cancer cases from areas around Basra were particularly difficult to treat. She blames that on depleted uranium. 

"Most have to be referred for bone transplants," she said. "Unlike other cases, they just don't respond to chemotherapy and other treatment." 
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Arab News

Iraq’s Marsh Arabs Cling to Their World
Andrew Marshall • Reuters


ABOSHOLAN, 24 May 2003 — Sabi Abad’s tiny island is one of the last remnants of a dying world that Saddam Hussein spent a decade trying to crush.

Abad is one of Iraq’s Marsh Arabs who have inhabited the lush swamplands at the confluence of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers since the dawn of civilization, their lifestyle virtually unchanged for 5,000 years — until they incurred Saddam’s wrath and he launched a campaign to eradicate them.

Beginning in 1991, after a Shiite uprising in southern Iraq, Saddam’s government constructed a series of dams, dykes and earth barriers to stop river water flowing into the marshes, turning them into a parched wasteland.

Saddam is gone, but it may be too late to save the Marsh Arabs. “Saddam hated us because he thought we were guerrillas and rebels. He was afraid of the marsh people,” Abad said. “So he took away our water. He knew we could not survive without it.”

Abad’s family of 21 live in a mud-brick house thatched with straw in the village of Abosholan. His compound lies on an island accessible only by the thin wooden boats that he and his family punt through the streams with long bamboo poles.

The village was abandoned in the 1990s at the height of Saddam’s campaign to destroy the Marsh Arabs, but villagers returned two years ago after setting up a pump which made Abosholan one of the few marsh villages to have enough water.

Scattered around the settlement are the overgrown ruins of the houses of the old village, bulldozed by the government.

According to a report released this year by Human Rights Watch, there were around 250,000 Marsh Arabs in the region as recently as 1991. Fewer than 40,000 remain.

“Enforced ‘disappearances’, torture, and the execution of political opponents have been accompanied by ecologically catastrophic drainage of the marshlands and the large-scale and systematic forcible transfer of part of the local population,” it said. The region’s ecosystem has been destroyed.

A 2001 study by the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) found that 90 percent of the marshlands had been destroyed. “Analysis of satellite imagery has shown that the marshland ecosystem had collapsed by 2001,” UNEP said.

The region was home to prehistoric man and known as the cradle of civilization which gave rise to the ancient Mespotamian city of Ur.

The British explorer Wilfred Thesiger lived with the Marsh Arabs in the 1950s and documented how their houses seemed to float on the water among the stillness of the reed beds.

“As I came out into the dawn, I saw, far away, across a great sheet of water, the silhouette of a distant land, black against the sunrise ... a slim, black, high-powered craft lay beached at my feet — the sheik’s war canoe, waiting to take me into the marshes,” he wrote.

“Before the first palaces were built at Ur, men had stepped out into the dawn from such a house, launched a canoe like this and gone hunting here ... five thousand years of history were here, and the pattern was still unchanged.”

Thesiger described the Marsh Arabs as arrogant, individualistic and intensely proud. “They never willingly accepted any man as their master and would rather die than be shamed,” he said.

Saddam made them pay a high price for their pride.

“Our people became beggars and laborers, scattered around the country,” said Abdul Qader Mowanes, an elderly Marsh Arab with thick glasses and four blackened teeth. “When we came back, everything was destroyed. We had to start again.”

US officials and environmental experts say they are studying whether it is possible to revive the marshes.

Andrew Natsios, administrator of the US Agency for International Development, told Reuters in Washington earlier this month that perhaps 25 percent of the marshlands could be restored using existing water flows.

But officials say flood controls and dams in Iran, Syria and Turkey have reduced the flow of the rivers, meaning the marshes could never be restored to their past vitality. Most of the area has become a vast expanse of mud, dotted with stunted shrubs and ruined houses. And the self-sufficient existence of the Marsh Arabs may now be unsustainable.

Their life was structured to fit their environment, based around fishing, cultivation, buffalo breeding and reed gathering. Now the fish population has been destroyed, the ecosystem has collapsed and most Marsh Arabs have dispersed. “We hope that, God willing, things will get better now that Saddam has gone,” Mowanes said. “But we have nothing left. We are desperate.”

___________________________________________________________________________________
Telegraph Herald (Dubuque, IA)

May 25, 2003 Sunday

Beast of Eden: Saddam kills Fertile Crescent; The ecological disaster could be the most nefarious of his crimes
Of all Saddam Hussein's crimes, the most enduring may be the salt-encrusted moonscape that was once

      Eden, where punishment by water diversion has put to death an ancient way of life.

      Not only did he kill thousands by artillery shelling, fire-bombing reed hamlets or summary execution to quell rebellion after the 1991 Gulf War, he dried up the heart of the Fertile Crescent.

      Satellite photos and up-close inspection reveal an ecological calamity along the Tigris and Euphrates that

      scientists say is matched in scale only by the deforestation of Amazonia and the drying of the Aral Sea.

      Now, environmental specialists say, unless massive resources are put urgently to work to reverse the

      damage Saddam caused, the cradle of civilization will be forever barren desert.

      Adam's tree still stands

      As a mocking symbol, a dead tree stands amid dusty trash by an abandoned hotel in Qurnah, where the

      rivers meet. Though probably less than a few centuries old, Iraqis insist it is Adam's apple tree. 

      Angered by the 1991 uprising and eager to remove sanctuary, Saddam ordered a new river dug between the

      Tigris and Euphrates. This withered lush marshes where the Madan - the Marsh Arabs - thrived for 5,000

      years.

      Then he began a systematic purge. Troops set fire to bulrushes, poisoned some remaining watercourses, and  lobbed mortar shells into recalcitrant settlements.

      By some estimates, up to a fifth of the half million Madan died, but such figures are impossible to confirm.

      Almost all families fled their reed homes.

      If no one can calculate the human cost, Marsh Arabs see the damage daily. Children die young from diseases  that thrive in fetid channels where even dwindling herds of water buffalo won't drink.

      "We feel like we have lost our lives," Khassum al-Hamdani said, as he guided a visitor across the squandered paradise. "If something is not done soon, we will die along with the marshes."

      40,000 live in exile

      About 40,000 Madan are in Iranian refugee camps. More cling miserably to dried-out marshbeds. Hamdani

      has a job in nearby Basra, but most others float about Iraq, destitute and unhappy.

      "This was beautiful, so beautiful," he said, perched in a canoe in an isolated patch of water barely deep

      enough to bathe a buffalo. He looked away and sang a mournful marshman's song of love and loss.

      Thick reedbeds teeming with life once covered 8,000 square miles, the size of Massachusetts. Now 97

      percent of the main marshes are dry. Less than a third is left of eastern marshes that reach into Iran.

      Rice paddies and fishing grounds are gone. The gray wolf, the smooth-coated otter, the honey badger have

      died out. Some birds are now extinct, and global migrations have been disrupted. When wind blows, blinding  sandstorms strip off what topsoil remains.

      The last holdout is a patch of fertile marsh with towering qasab reeds that straddles the Iraq-Iran border. It

      is called Majnoon, "crazy" in Arabic, because the oil beneath it often gurgles.

      The marshes suffered badly during Saddam's eight-year war with Iran in the 1980s. He drained wide areas to  build roads. In places, he electrified the water, killing marsh life along with Iranian soldiers.

      But the death knell came in 1992. Despite a war-shattered country that needed rebuilding elsewhere, crews

      worked around the clock for nine months to dig the 350-mile-long Saddam River to drain the marshes.

      Near Ad Deyr, a scruffy settlement halfway between Basra and Qurnah, desperate Madan are trying to

      reclaim marsh on their own. They cut gashes into dikes that Saddam built as water-diverting causeways and  access roads for military patrols. But the water is too salty, and it amounts to droplets in the desert.

      "You can't simply add water and bring it all back again," said Christian Lambrechts, a U.N. Environment

      Program specialist who is helping assess the damage in southern Iraq.

      He said engineers must work from carefully studied models to reflood the marshes, restoring balances of salt  and plant life. It would be a hugely expensive endeavor at a time when a rebuilding Iraq has other priorities.

      Restoration difficult

      The U.S. government has pledged help, Britain has expressed interest and international agencies and

      humanitarian groups are conferring on how to help.

      But diplomats and scientists must find some common ground on sharing the ancient river system, which

      starts in Turkey and flows through Syria and Iran as well as Iraq.

      Saddam's revenge was only the coup de grace of a dam-building process that began a half century ago. It

      coincided with Turkey's huge Southeast Anatolia Project, known by its Turkish initials, GAP.

      The Ataturk Dam, completed in 1992, is big enough by itself to halt the Euphrates. Altogether, GAP's 22

      dams could store five times the Euphrates' annual flow and twice the flow of the Tigris.

      Even before Sept. 11 raised political tensions in the Middle East, a Turkish Cabinet minister dismissed Iraqi  objections to a diminished flow of the two vital rivers. Speaking to The Associated Press on condition of

      anonymity, he chuckled and summed up his attitude simply: They can drink their oil.

      "Technically, you could probably restore much of the marshes if someone made the commitment to do it,"

      said Robert Giegengack, a University of Pennsylvania hydrologist with long Middle East experience. "But you can't turn money into water."

      He said that if dams in Turkey reduce river flow by more than 50 percent, as some estimates predict,

      reclamation will be all but impossible.

      Beyond dramatic Landsat photos comparing the marshes of 1973 and 2000, little hard data is available on

      the damage done. Saddam closely guarded such information. Ecology was hardly his priority.

      "We've had no new equipment since 1985," said Samir Abdullah, head of biology at the University of Basra, which has no environmental science department. "Field research was out of the question."

      Effects still multiply

      The effects of Saddam's depredations are plain, he said. Basra often vanishes under dust storms from the

      north. Temperatures have risen. Plant and animals species are changing rapidly.

      Abdul Nabi al-Ghadban, chief environmentalist at the Kuwait Institute for Scientific Research, calls the

      changes catastrophic, not only for the marshes but for the surrounding desert and the Persian Gulf.

      He says efforts must be made to bring back the marshes, not only for the Madan and Mesopotamia but for

      the entire region. Already, he said, the northern Gulf ecosystems have been seriously altered.

      Changes in salt levels have driven off some fish species, and salt is advancing up the Shatt-al-Arab, the

      rivers' outlet to the Gulf. Shrimp beds and marine plant life, which rebounded from calamitous damage during  the 1991 Gulf War, are in danger again.

      Still, al-Ghadban said, for much of the marshes it might be too late. "Ecological damage can only go so far,

      and then it is irreversible."

      For men like Karim Abbas near Ad Deyr, knee-deep in mud that cakes his black robe, such grand themes

      belong in another galaxy. He labors each day to keep a hungry family alive.

      "My father was a sheik, and I had 50 houses," he said. "Look at me now. We have no food, not even the

      little ration Saddam gave us. Most of our animals have died. No schools, no doctors. Nothing."

      He is digging channels to reflood bits of the old marsh, but the water is too salty for his buffalo to drink. In

      what was a wetlands paradise, he pays his last dinars for water from a tanker truck.

      For at least 6,000 years, Abbas' ancestors managed the waters, digging canals to control the yearly pulse of

      floods. Each season, fresh flows washed away salt from irrigation, and the life cycle went on.

      Madan's suffer

      Deprived of their beloved marshes, Madan life revolves around the nearest mudhif, a meeting hall with

      cathedral-like arches made of bundled reeds. Mudhifs date back five millenniums, to the Sumerians.

      At each, the ritual is the same. Men sit on cushions by the reed walls, sipping their only luxury: sweetened

      tea. All rise when an elder enters. For hours, they vent today's miseries and recall a glorious past.

      In better days, mudhifs were built on mud platforms in the marshes, sometimes the only dry land for miles.

      Now, still displaying pictures of holy men, they are marooned by desert.

      Baroness Nicholson, a British member of the European Parliament, presides over a voluntary group called

      AMAR that is campaigning for immediate aid to reflood the marshes.

      After a recent visit, she reported cause for hope, but stressed that substantial funds are needed. She also

      urged that Saddam be charged with crimes against humanity.

      While scientists decide how to restore the wetlands, humanitarians worry about how to bring back a lost

      way of life. The Madan have dispersed, and many are dispirited beyond hope.

      On one blazing day, two women trudged across a bleak sand flat that was once pristine marsh, each

      balancing a plastic container on her head. After nearly an hour, they reached a filthy canal choked with

      weeds.

      "We would take cleaner water from there," Bataol Dakhel said, pointing to the parallel Saddam River, "but we have no way to cross over to it."

      At 22, she has four children, all in poor health. Even if by miracle the hated river's banks are blasted away,

      and the marshes flood again, she has no plans to stay.

      "We have suffered enough," Dakhel said, echoing a sentiment heard across what used to be Eden. "I want to  live in the city."

___________________________________________________________________________________

Birmingham Post 

May 23, 2003, Friday 

Desperate plight of the Marsh Arabs;   Iraq's marsh Arabs cling to their world, virtually all destroyed by 

      BYLINE: ANDREW MARSHALL An Iraqi marsh woman manoeuvres a small boat through canals at the village of   Abu Sholan in Southern Iraq, where few remain in their humble homes. Many have been forced to leave their  ancient homelands 

      Sabi Abad's tiny island is one of the last remnants of a dying world that Saddam Hussein spent a decade

      trying to crush. 

      Abad is one of Iraq's Marsh Arabs who have inhabited the lush swamplands at the confluence of the Tigris

      and Euphrates rivers since the dawn of civilisation. Their lifestyle remained virtually unchanged for 5,000

      years until they incurred Saddam's wrath and he launched a campaign to eradicate them. 

      Beginning in 1991, after a Shi'ite uprising in Southern Iraq, Saddam's government constructed a series of

      dams, dykes and earth barriers to stop river water flowing into the marshes, turning them into a parched

      wasteland. Saddam is gone, but it may be too late to save the Marsh Arabs. 'Saddam hated us because he

      thought we were guerrillas and rebels. He was afraid of the marsh people,' Abad said. 'So he took away our

      water. He knew we could not survive without it.' 

      Abad's family of 21 live in a mudbrick house thatched with straw in the village of Abosholan. His compound  lies on an island accessible only by the thin wooden boats that he and his family punt through the streams with long bamboo poles. 

      The village was abandoned in the 1990s at the height of Saddam's campaign to destroy the Marsh Arabs,

      but villagers returned two years ago after setting up a pump which made Abosholan one of the few marsh

      villages to have enough water. 

      Scattered around the settlement are the overgrown ruins of the houses of the old village, bulldozed by the

      government. 

      According to a report released this year by Human Rights Watch, there were around 250,000 Marsh Arabs in the region as recently as 1991. Fewer than 40,000 remain. 

      'Enforced 'disappearances', torture, and the execution of political opponents have been accompanied by

      ecologically catastrophic drainage of the marshlands and the large-scale and systematic forcible transfer of

      part of the local population,' it said. The region's ecosystem has been destroyed. 

      A 2001 study by the United Nations Environment Programme found that 90 per cent of the marshlands

      had been destroyed. 'Analysis of satellite imagery has shown that the marshland ecosystem had collapsed

      by 2001,' UNEP said. 

      The region was home to prehistoric man and known as the cradle of civilisation which gave rise to the

      ancient Mespotamian city of Ur. 

      British explorer Wilfred Thesiger lived with the Marsh Arabs in the 1950s and documented how their houses  seemed to float on the water among the stillness of the reed beds. 

      'As I came out into the dawn, I saw, far away, across a great sheet of water, the silhouette of a distant

      land, black against the sunrise. A slim, black, high-prowed craft lay beached at my feet - the sheik's war

      canoe, waiting to take me into the marshes', he wrote. 

      'Before the first palaces were built at Ur, men had stepped out into the dawn from such a house, launched a

      canoe like this and gone hunting here. Five thousand years of history were here, and the pattern was still

      unchanged'. 

      Thesiger described the Marsh Arabs as 'arrogant, individualistic and intensely proud'. 

      'They never willingly accepted any man as their master and would rather die than be shamed', he said. 

      Saddam made them pay a high price for their pride. 

      'Our people became beggars and labourers, scattered around the country,' said Abdul Qader Mowanes, an

      elderly Marsh Arab with thick glasses and four blackened teeth. 'When we came back, everything was

      destroyed. We had to start again.' 

      US officials and environmental experts say they are studying whether it is possible to revive the marshes. 

      Andrew Natsios, administrator of the US Agency for International Development, believes perhaps 25 per cent of the marshlands could be restored using existing water flows. 

      But officials say flood controls and dams in Iran, Syria and Turkey have reduced the flow of the rivers,

      meaning the marshes could never be restored to their past vitality. 

      Most of the area has become a vast expanse of mud, dotted with stunted shrubs and ruined houses. And

      the selfsufficient existence of the Marsh Arabs may now be unsustainable. 

      Their life was structured to fit their environment, based around fishing, cultivation, buffalo breeding and reed gathering. Now the fish population has been destroyed, the ecosystem has collapsed and most Marsh Arabs have dispersed. 

      'We hope that, God willing, things will get better now that Saddam has gone,' Mowanes said. 

      'But we have nothing left. We are desperate.

___________________________________________________________________________________
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Sunday, 25 May 2003

Vengeful end sought for a proud people

Marsh Arabs victimized by Saddam

[PICTURE]

Associated Press photos

A Marsh Arab family walks to fetch water through the dry land that used to

be the lush marshes formed by the confluence of the Tigris and Euphrates

rivers, which sustained human life for 5,000 years.

[PICTURE]

A family serves tea shaded from the hash sun in a "diwan," a type of straw

cathedral meeting point in the now dryland area.

By Andrew Marshall

REUTERS

ABOSHOLAN, Iraq

Sabi Abad's tiny island is one of the last remnants of a dying world that Saddam Hussein spent a decade trying to crush.

Abad is one of Iraq's Marsh Arabs, who have inhabited the lush swamplands at the confluence of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers since the dawn of civilization, their lifestyle virtually unchanged for 5,000 years - until they incurred Saddam's wrath and he launched a campaign to eradicate them.

Beginning in 1991, after a Shiite uprising in southern Iraq, Saddam's government constructed a series of dams, dikes and earth barriers to stop river water flowing into the marshes, turning them into a parched wasteland. Saddam is gone, but it may be too late to save the Marsh Arabs.

"Saddam hated us because he thought we were guerrillas and rebels. He was afraid of the marsh people," Abad said. "So he took away our water. He knew we could not survive without it."

Fewer than 40,000 remain

Abad's family of 21 lives in a mud-brick house thatched with straw in the village Abosholan. His compound lies on an island accessible only by the thin wooden boats that he and his family punt through the streams with bamboo poles.

The village was abandoned in the 1990s at the height of Saddam's campaign to destroy the Marsh Arabs, but villagers returned two years ago after setting up a pump that made Abosholan one of the few marsh villages to have enough water. Scattered around are the ruins of the houses of the old village, bulldozed by the government.

According to a report released this year by Human Rights Watch, there were around 250,000 Marsh Arabs in the region as recently as 1991. Fewer than 40,000 remain.

"Enforced 'disappearances,' torture, and the execution of political opponents have been accompanied by ecologically catastrophic drainage of the marshlands and the large-scale and systematic forcible transfer of part of

the local population," it said. The region's ecosystem has been destroyed.

A 2001 study by the United Nations Environment Program found that 90 percent of the marshlands had been destroyed. "Analysis of satellite imagery has shown that the marshland ecosystem had collapsed by 2001," the agency said.

Cradle of civilization

The region was home to prehistoric man and known as the cradle of civilization. It gave rise to the ancient Mesopotamian city of Ur.

British explorer Wilfred Thesiger lived with the Marsh Arabs in the 1950s and documented how their houses seemed to float on the water in the stillness of the reed beds.

"Before the first palaces were built at Ur, men had stepped out into the dawn from such a house, launched a canoe and gone hunting here. . . . Five thousand years of history were here, and the pattern was still unchanged," he wrote.

Thesiger described the Marsh Arabs as "arrogant, individualistic and intensely proud. They never willingly accepted any man as their master and would rather die than be shamed."

Saddam made them pay a high price for their pride.

Marsh revival under study

"Our people became beggars and laborers, scattered around the country," said Abdul Qader Mowanes, an elderly Marsh Arab. "When we came back, everything was destroyed. We had to start again."

U.S. officials and environmental experts are studying whether it is possible to revive the marshes. Andrew Natsios, administrator of the U.S. Agency for

International Development, said earlier this month that perhaps 25 percent of the marshlands could be restored using existing water flows.

But officials say flood controls and dams in Iran, Syria and Turkey have reduced the flow of the rivers, meaning the marshes could never be restored to their past vitality.

Most of the area has become a vast expanse of mud, dotted with stunted shrubs and ruined houses. And the self-sufficient existence of the Marsh Arabs may now be unsustainable.

Their life was structured to fit their environment, based around fishing, cultivation, buffalo breeding and reed gathering. Now the fish population has been destroyed, the ecosystem has collapsed and most Marsh Arabs have dispersed.
____________________________________________________________________________________

The Associated Press

May 24, 2003, Saturday, BC cycle

Of Saddam's crimes, the most lasting may be crushing of ancient society in what was Eden

      BYLINE: By MORT ROSENBLUM, AP Special Correspondent

      DATELINE: QURNAH, Iraq

      BODY:

      Of all Saddam Hussein's crimes, the most enduring may be the salt-encrusted moonscape that was once

      Eden, where punishment by water diversion has put to death an ancient way of life.

      Not only did his regime kill many thousands by artillery shelling, fire-bombing reed hamlets or summary

      execution to quell rebellion after the 1991 Gulf War, it dried up the heart of the Fertile Crescent.

      Satellite photos and up-close inspection reveal an ecological calamity along the Tigris and Euphrates that

      scientists say is matched in scale only by the deforestation of Amazonia and the drying of the Aral Sea.

      And now, environmental specialists say, unless massive resources are put urgently to work to reverse the

      damage Saddam caused, the cradle of civilization will be forever barren desert.

      As a mocking symbol, a dead tree stands amid dusty trash by an abandoned hotel in Qurnah, where the

      rivers meet. Though probably less than a few centuries old, Iraqis insist it is Adam's apple tree. 

      Angered by the 1991 uprising and eager to remove sanctuary, Saddam ordered a new river dug between the

      Tigris and Euphrates. This withered lush marshes where the Madan - the Marsh Arabs - thrived for 5,000

      years.

      Then he began a systematic purge. Troops set fire to bulrushes, poisoned some remaining watercourses, and lobbed mortar shells into recalcitrant settlements.

      By some estimates, up to a fifth of the half million Madan died, but such figures are impossible to confirm.

      Almost all families fled their reed homes.

      If no one can calculate the human cost, Marsh Arabs see the damage daily. Children die young from diseases  that thrive in fetid channels where even dwindling herds of water buffalo won't drink.

      "We feel like we have lost our lives," Khassum al-Hamdani said, as he guided a visitor across the squandered  paradise. "If something is not done soon, we will die along with the marshes."

      About 40,000 Madan are in Iranian refugee camps. More cling miserably to dried-out marshbeds. Hamdani

      has a job in nearby Basra, but most others float about Iraq, destitute and unhappy.

      "This was beautiful, so beautiful," he said, perched in a canoe in an isolated patch of water barely deep

      enough to bathe a buffalo. He looked away and sang a mournful marshman's song of love and loss.

      Thick reedbeds teeming with life once covered 8,000 square miles, the size of Massachusetts. Now 97

      percent of the main marshes are dry. Less than a third is left of eastern marshes that reach into Iran.

      Rice paddies and fishing grounds are gone. The gray wolf, the smooth-coated otter, the honey badger have

      died out. Some birds are now extinct, and global migrations have been disrupted. When wind blows, blinding  sandstorms strip off what topsoil remains.

      The last holdout is a patch of fertile marsh with towering qasab reeds that straddles the Iraq-Iran border. It

      is called Majnoon, "crazy" in Arabic, because the oil beneath it often gurgles.

      The marshes suffered badly during Saddam's eight-year war with Iran in the 1980s. He drained wide areas to build roads. In places, he electrified the water, killing marsh life along with Iranian soldiers.

      But the death knell came in 1992. Despite a war-shattered country that needed rebuilding elsewhere, crews

      worked around the clock for nine months to dig the 350-mile-long Saddam River to drain the marshes.

      Near Ad Deyr, a scruffy settlement halfway between Basra and Qurnah, desperate Madan are trying to

      reclaim marsh on their own. They cut gashes into dikes that Saddam built as water-diverting causeways and access roads for military patrols. But the water is too salty, and it amounts to droplets in the desert.

      "You can't simply add water and bring it all back again," said Christian Lambrechts, a U.N. Environment

      Program specialist who is helping assess the damage in southern Iraq.

      He said engineers must work from carefully studied models to reflood the marshes, restoring balances of salt  and plant life. It would be a hugely expensive endeavor at a time when a rebuilding Iraq has other priorities.

      The U.S. government has pledged help, Britain has expressed interest and international agencies and

      humanitarian groups are conferring on how to help.

      But diplomats and scientists must find some common ground on sharing the ancient river system, which

      starts in Turkey and flows through Syria and Iran as well as Iraq.

      Saddam's revenge was only the coup de grace of a dam-building process that began a half century ago. It

      coincided with Turkey's huge Southeast Anatolia Project, known by its Turkish initials, GAP.

      The Ataturk Dam, completed in 1992, is big enough by itself to halt the Euphrates. Altogether, GAP's 22

      dams could store five times the Euphrates' annual flow and twice the flow of the Tigris.

      Even before Sept. 11 raised political tensions in the Middle East, a Turkish Cabinet minister dismissed Iraqi  objections to a diminished flow of the two vital rivers.

      "Technically, you could probably restore much of the marshes if someone made the commitment to do it,"

      said Robert Giegengack, a University of Pennsylvania hydrologist with long Middle East experience. "But you  can't turn money into water."

      He said that if dams in Turkey reduce river flow by more than 50 percent, as some estimates predict,

      reclamation will be all but impossible.

      Beyond dramatic Landsat photos comparing the marshes of 1973 and 2000, few hard facts are available on

      the damage done. Saddam closely guarded such information. And ecology was hardly his priority.

      "We've had no new equipment since 1985," said Samir Abdullah, head of biology at the University of Basra,  which has no environmental science department. "Field research was out of the question."

      But the effects of Saddam's depredations are plain, he said. Basra often vanishes under dust storms from

      the north. Temperatures have risen. Plant and animals species are changing rapidly.

      Abdul Nabi al-Ghadban, chief environmentalist at the Kuwait Institute for Scientific Research, calls the

      changes catastrophic, not only for the marshes but for the surrounding desert and the Persian Gulf.

      He says efforts must be made to bring back the marshes, not only for the Madan and Mesopotamia but for

      the entire region. Already, he said, the northern Gulf ecosystems have been seriously altered.

      Changes in salt levels have driven off some fish species, and salt is advancing up the Shatt-al-Arab, the

      rivers' outlet to the Gulf. Shrimp beds and marine plant life, which rebounded from calamitous damage during the 1991 Gulf War, are in danger again.

      Still, al-Ghadban said, for much of the marshes it may be too late. "Ecological damage can only go so far,

      and then it is irreversible."

      For men like Karim Abbas near Ad Deyr, knee-deep in mud that cakes his black robe, such grand themes

      belong in another galaxy. He labors each day to keep a hungry family alive.

      "My father was a sheik, and I had 50 houses," he said. "Look at me now. We have no food, not even the

      little ration Saddam gave us. Most of our animals have died. No schools, no doctors. Nothing."

      He is digging channels to reflood bits of the old marsh, but the water is too salty for his buffalo to drink. In

      what was a wetlands paradise, he pays his last dinars for water from a tanker truck.

      For at least 6,000 years, Abbas' ancestors managed the waters, digging canals to control the yearly pulse of

      floods. Each season, fresh flows washed away salt from irrigation, and the life cycle went on.

      Deprived of their beloved marshes, Madan life revolves around the nearest mudhif, a meeting hall with

      cathedral-like arches made of bundled reeds. Mudhifs date back five millenniums, to the Sumerians.

      At each, the ritual is the same. Men sit on cushions by the reed walls, sipping their only luxury: sweetened

      tea. All rise when an elder enters. For hours, they vent today's miseries and recall a glorious past.

      In better days, mudhifs were built on mud platforms in the marshes, sometimes the only dry land for miles.

      Now, still displaying pictures of holy men, they are marooned by desert.

      Baroness Nicholson, a British member of the European Parliament, presides over a voluntary group called

      AMAR that is campaigning for immediate aid to reflood the marshes.

      After a recent visit, she reported cause for hope, but stressed that substantial funds are needed. She also

      urged that Saddam be charged with crimes against humanity.

      While scientists decide how to restore the wetlands, humanitarians worry about how to bring back a lost

      way of life. The Madan have dispersed, and many are dispirited beyond hope.

      On one blazing day, two women trudged across a bleak sand flat that was once pristine marsh, each

      balancing a plastic container on her head. After nearly an hour, they reached a filthy canal choked with

      weeds.

      "We would take cleaner water from there," Bataol Dakhel said, pointing to the parallel Saddam River, "but we  have no way to cross over to it."

      At 22, she has four children, all in poor health. Even if by miracle the hated river's banks are blasted away,

      and the marshes flood again, she has no plans to stay.

      "We have suffered enough," Dakhel said, echoing a sentiment heard across what used to Eden. "I want to

      live in the city."

      GRAPHIC: AP Photos NY345-354; AP Graphic LOST IRAQ MARSHES
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Europe: treaty conserves largest remaining wilderness

Environment ministers from five East European countries signed a new environmental agreement in Kiev, Ukraine, yesterday that aims to protect the continent's largest reserve of untouched forests and large carnivores.

      Hungary, Romania, Serbia and Montenegro, Slovakia and Ukraine signed the Framework Convention on the Protection and Sustainable Development of the Carpathians at a United Nations conference of 55 countries. The meeting's purpose was to  strengthen cooperation in protecting and improving the      environment in Europe and Central Asia. Representatives from the  Czech Republic and Poland are expected to sign the agreement soon. 

      The Carpathian mountains, arching across eight countries and covering about 78,000 square miles, are Europe's last region outside Russia to boast large tracts of untouched forest, as well as large populations of brown bears, wolves, lynx, European bison and the threatened imperial eagle. The Carpathians are      also home to one-third of all European plant species.

      "This new treaty promises to help the region retain its wildness while offering its people new opportunities for improving their well-being", said Klaus Toepfer, executive director of the United Nations Environment Programme.

      Nearly half of Europe's wolves outside of Russia, more than  4,000 animals, live in the mountains. Other rare animals living there include the chamois and the reintroduced European bison.

      The Carpathians also contain 481 plant species found nowhere else in the world, including the East Carpathian lilac, Pieniny's chrysanthemum, the Slovak laurel and the Carpathian  bellflower. Runoff from the mountains feeds the Danube, the  Vistula and other major rivers that flow to the Black Sea and

      Baltic Sea.

      "A great emphasis of the convention is on providing benefits to local people, while developing sustainable tourism in and around protected areas and working together on managing these areas," said Achim Steiner, director general of the Switzerland-based World Conservation Union. "Only by securing

      livelihoods can the long-term sustainable development of the region be assured."

      About 16 million to 18 million people of various ethnic groups and nationalities live in the region. Unemployment and poverty has worsened in the region since the transition from  communism began over a decade ago, posing a significant threat  to the Carpathians.

      "The Carpathians are not an isolated wilderness untouched by human activity. Fortunately there is room enough here for both wildlife and a modern economy -- as long as strong and effective measures are taken now to preserve the region's unique biological heritage for the long term", said Claude Martin,

      director general of WWF International.

      Pollution, deforestation, hunting, habitat fragmentation  and rising rates of poverty are the biggest threats to the area,  WWF said in a report released last year.

      Also at the conference, participants signed conventions on the release and transfer of pollutants as well as compensation standards for environmental damage from industrial accidents that affect areas outside a country's borders.

      Click here to see a map of the region.
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XINHUA GENERAL NEWS SERVICE

May 23, 2003, Friday

Rescued gorillas leaving for Cameroon for new life

      DATELINE: NAIROBI, May 23

      BODY:

      A pair of western lowland gorillas, one of the most endangered species in the world, is being flown from

      Nigeria to Cameroon Friday for a new life after being rescued from the clutches of the illegal pet trade, the

      United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) said here in a press release.

      Brighter and Twiggy, both six, believed to have been captured as infants in their native Cameroon before

      being smuggled into Nigeria and sold to a businessman in the northern Nigerian city of Kano, will take up

      residence in the world famous Limbe Wildlife Center in Cameroon, the press release said.

      "Their rescue and return home owes much to the courage and vigilance of wildlife campaigners and Dr Imeh Okopido, the Nigerian state minister for environment," said the release. 

      UNEP, under its Great Ape Survival Project (GRASP), is co- funding the repatriation with Britain and some  other international organizations.

      The arrival of the two gorillas will bring the number of gorillas at Limbe to 10.

      "Great apes across Africa and Southeast Asia are in peril. The massive and unrelenting destruction of their

      habitats, the slaughtering of apes for meat and the pet trade are just some of the factors behind their

      demise," said Robert Hepworth, deputy director of UNEP's division of environmental conventions.

      "Indeed it is quite likely that Brighter and Twiggy fell into the hands of smugglers after their mothers were

      killed," Hepworth said.

      "However their story is not just one of tragedy, but of hope. In the past there have been concerns over the

      role of Nigeria as a route for the illegal pet trade in west Africa. But the actions of the Nigerian authorities

      and the personal intervention of Dr Okopido show a new determination to crack down on this harmful trade,"  he said.

      Hepworth said the cooperation between Cameroon and Nigeria could also signal improving relations between  the countries which will hopefully extend to other areas of the environment, including great apes.   

      Meanwhile, UNEP disclosed that Melanie Virtue, GRASP team leader, and Ian Redmond of GRASP's technical  team will begin a fact finding mission to help Nigeria draw up a great ape conservation plan after seeing  Brighter and Twiggy off from Nigeria's Lagos airport on a Cameroon Airways flight.

      UNEP is working to develop great ape conservation strategies in all of the 23 states in Africa and Southeast

      Asia that have populations of humankind's closest living relatives.

      These national strategies are being developed in close consultation with governments, wildlife groups and

      local communities.

____________________________________________________________________________________

Washingtonpost.com (Also published in the Times Daily (Alabama)) 

Endangered Gorillas Returned to Cameroon

By DULUE MBACHU

The Associated Press

Friday, May 23, 2003; 10:48 PM

LAGOS, Nigeria - Two rescued Lowland gorillas were loaded into a jet cargo hold at Lagos' international airport on Friday, on their way back to the wild after seven years of captivity.

Release of the smuggled Lowland gorillas, among only 30,000 of their kind left in all of Africa, marked a rare victory over worldwide trafficking rings for Africa's increasingly endangered great apes, U.N. environment officials said.

Crediting Nigerian officials' help, U.N environmental program division deputy director Robert Hepworth welcomed what he called "a new determination to crack down on this harmful trade."

Both 9-year-old Brighter and 7-year-old Twiggy had been recovered in Nigeria's northern city of Kano.

Animal smugglers have long-established rings specialized in taking rare and endangered animals from Nigeria and neighboring countries to sell around the world.

Often taken as orphans by hunters who kill the apes' mothers, few ever make it out of captivity.

Most wind up in squalid roadside zoos, illicit private zoos of the wealthy, or, in violation of international conventions, in public zoos.

"Taking the animals back sets a very important precedent," Ian Redmond of the U.N. Great Apes Survival Project told The Associated Press.

"The species are highly endangered; the numbers are declining year by year and every individual matters," he said.

The gorillas' return to the wild began when police raided the Kano home of a Lebanese businessman in December.

Ime Okopido, the outgoing junior minister for environment whose intervention in the case won U.N. praise, said the government was putting in place measures to halt the depletion of endangered animals and ensure sustainable development of the country's remaining forests.

"Nigeria can no longer tolerate this nonsense," he said.

© 2003 The Associated Press
_________________________________________________________________________________________

TORONTO GLOBE AND MAIL

(Smuggled gorillas return home)

By DAVE CLARK

Agence France-Presse

Saturday, May. 24, 2003

LAGOS -- Nigerian officials and conservationists won a small but symbolic victory in the battle against Africa's animal smugglers yesterday, sending two illegally captured gorillas back to their homeland in Cameroon.

Two female western lowland gorillas, a nine-year-old and its younger playmate, were airlifted from the northern Nigerian city of Kano, via Lagos,en route to the jungles of Cameroon.

There they will be cared for in a wildlife sanctuary near the rain forest where they were kidnapped by poachers and smuggled across the border as part of Africa's deadly trade in endangered species.

Primate protection campaigners hailed their return as a step in the right direction and a sign that Nigeria, once a major player in the illegal trade,is taking its conservation responsibilities more seriously.

The pair probably represent a small proportion of the great apes killed for bush meat or captured for the trade in exotic pets or circus attractions, but their rescue has heartened activists.

"The message is that Nigeria is committed to conservation measures," said Imeh Okodipo, Nigeria's Minister of State for the Environment, as the apes' two specially built cages were transferred to a Cameroonian jet.

"This is to tell the poachers that they will not get away with it."

Ian Redmond, who observed the transfer for the United Nations' Great Ape Survival Project (GRASP), said he was delighted that Nigeria was joining a growing number of African nations taking primate survival seriously.

He and the minister said that next year Nigeria would hold an

intergovernmental conference on great apes, and that Nigeria was looking to sustainable "eco-tourism" to help fund conservation.

The two gorillas were probably captured by poachers who slaughtered their mothers in the rain forest and smuggled the infants across the border to Nigeria and on to Kano, a great trading centre.

British businessman Paul Raad said that he had taken pity on the baby apes when he saw them being hawked around the city and had bought them to protect them. Eight years later they finally set off for home.

"I'm certainly going to miss them, but this is always what I wanted for them," Mr. Raad said. "I think they will be happier in their natural environment. Kano is like the desert."

____________________________________________________________________________________

Snatched As Infants, Two Gorillas Flown Home Thanks to UN Agency 

United Nations (New York)

May 23, 2003 

Posted to the web May 24, 2003 

New York 

It all began when they were snatched as infants from their home in Cameroon, their mothers possibly killed, and smuggled across the border to be put up for sale in a Nigerian city hundreds of miles from where they were born.

Today, in a repatriation co-funded by the United Nations Environment Programme (http://www.unep.org/), Brighter and Twiggy were jetting back home, a pair of Western lowland gorillas, among the rarest and most endangered species on earth, saved by the vigilance of wildlife campaigners and the Nigerian State Minister for the Environment.

"Great apes across Africa and South-East Asia are in peril," Robert Hepworth, Deputy Director in UNEP's Division of Environmental Conventions, said: "The massive and unrelenting destruction of their habitats, the slaughtering of apes for meat and the pet trade are just some of the factors behind their demise. Indeed it is quite likely that Brighter and Twiggy fell into the hands of smugglers after their mothers were killed for bushmeat."

Calling this story of two of humankind's closet living relatives "not just one of  tragedy, but of hope," he added: "It sends a loud and clear signal to poachers and smugglers that their illegal and destructive activities will no longer be tolerated there and that there is no longer a profit to be had from these wildlife crimes."

 Brighter and Twiggy will now take up residence in the world famous Limbe Wildlife Centre in Cameroon. The story of how they came to be bought in the Sabon Gari animal market in Kano by a businessman is shrouded in mystery. It is believed they were born in south or east Cameroon and captured by poachers when they were two years old.

Once alerted by wildlife campaigners, Environment Minister Imeh Okopido took action to save the "Kano Two" as they have become to be known, intervening last December to confiscate them from the businessman without compensation.

Their arrival at Limbe will bring the total of gorillas there to 10. If they stay healthy they should live to be over 40, wildlife experts said. Twiggy has nerve damage to an arm, which just hangs down, but otherwise they both appear in good physical and mental shape. To fly them home required special permits under the Convention on the International Trade in En dangered Species (CITES), a UNEP-linked treaty.

Under its Great Ape Survival Project (GRASP), UNEP is co-funding the repatriation with support from the British Foreign and Commonwealth Office. UNEP is working to develop great ape conservation strategies in all of the 23 States in Africa and South-East Asia that have ape populations.

____________________________________________________________________________________

ALLAfrica NEWS

Snatched as infants, two gorillas flown home thanks to UN agency

23 May – It all began when they were snatched as infants from their home in Cameroon, their mothers possibly killed, and smuggled across the border to be put up for sale in a Nigerian city hundreds of miles from where they were born. 

Today, in a repatriation co-funded by the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), Brighter and Twiggy were jetting back home, a pair of Western lowland gorillas, among the rarest and most endangered species on earth, saved by the vigilance of wildlife campaigners and the Nigerian State Minister for the Environment. 

"Great apes across Africa and South-East Asia are in peril," Robert Hepworth, Deputy Director in UNEP's Division of Environmental Conventions, said: "The massive and unrelenting destruction of their habitats, the slaughtering of apes for meat and the pet trade are just some of the factors behind their demise. Indeed it is quite likely that Brighter and Twiggy fell into the hands of smugglers after their mothers were killed for bushmeat." Calling this story of two of humankind's closet living relatives "not just one of tragedy, but of hope," he added: "It sends a loud and clear signal to poachers and smugglers that their illegal and destructive activities will no longer be tolerated there and that there is no longer a profit to be had from these wildlife crimes." 

Brighter and Twiggy will now take up residence in the world famous Limbe Wildlife Centre in Cameroon. The story of how they came to be bought in the Sabon Gari animal market in Kano by a businessman is shrouded in mystery. It is believed they were born in south or east Cameroon and captured by poachers when they were two years old. 

Once alerted by wildlife campaigners, Environment Minister Imeh Okopido took action to save the "Kano Two" as they have become to be known, intervening last December to confiscate them from the businessman without compensation. 

Their arrival at Limbe will bring the total of gorillas there to 10. If they stay healthy, they should live to be over 40, wildlife experts said. Twiggy has nerve damage to an arm, which just hangs down, but otherwise they both appear in good physical and mental shape. To fly them home required special permits under the Convention on the International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES), a UNEP-linked treaty. 

Under its Great Ape Survival Project (GRASP), UNEP is co-funding the repatriation with support from the British Foreign and Commonwealth Office. UNEP is working to develop great ape conservation strategies in all of the 23 States in Africa and South-East Asia that have ape populations. 


____________________________________________________________________________________

IRIN NEWS

Two gorillas repatriated to Cameroon
LAGOS, - Nigeria on Friday repatriated two gorillas recovered from animal smugglers to eastern neighbour Cameroon, where they will be returned to their natural habitat in the Limbe Wild Life Park.

The two species of Western Lowland gorillas of central Africa's tropical high forests were estimated to have been brought to Nigeria about seven years ago by animal smugglers intent on taking them out of the country.

Paul Raad, a Lebanese-born businessman who described himself as "an animal lover" said he bought the gorillas nicknamed Brighter and Twiggy shortly after, with the aim of returning them to the wild.

In December last year their plight came to the attention of the Nigerian government, which subsequently speeded up the process to repatriate the primates with funding provided by the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP).

Ian Redmond, an official of UNEP's Great Apes Survival Project, who was at the Lagos airport to see off the primates, described the repatriation as an important precedent to break the smuggling chain.

"There is a well-trodden path of smuggling of apes from Cameroon," he told IRIN. "The species are highly endangered and their numbers are declining year by year."

Only 30,000 of the lowland gorillas are estimated to remain in Africa. In Nigeria, a specie known as the Cross River gorilla is thought to number under 200.

Nigeria's outgoing Minister of State for Environment, Ime Okopido, said the government was seeking the assistance of UN primate experts to secure the remaining gorillas found in the country's remaining rainforests in the southeast. 



________________________________________________________________________________________

Hungarian News Agency (MTI) 

May 20, 2003 

UNEP Executive Director meets environment minister in Budapest 

      Budapest, May 20 (MTI) - Klaus Toepfer, Executive Director of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), stressed the need to involve more Hungarian experts in the work of UNEP's Nairobi headquarters so that Hungarian experience could be utilised in other regions of the world. 

      Toepfer visited the Hungarian Ministry for the Environment and Water Management on Tuesday, and got

      acquainted with the environmental aspects of Hungary's EU accession, achievements in nature protection,

      efforts to preserve biological diversity, the consequences of the cyanide spill on the Tisza River, and the

      chance of international cooperation to prevent similar pollutions. On the occasion, Minister for the

      Environment and Water Management Miklos Persanyi announced that he would pay a visit to Kiev on

      Wednesday to attend a pan-European ministerial conference and sign European cooperation agreements

      there with government authorisation. 

      Hungary has already signed a couple of UNEP conventions, for instance on the protection of the ozone layer  and on international trade in endangered species. 

_________________________________________________________________________________________

Reuters

Human rights, antiwar groups fight Iraq resolution

  UNITED NATIONS - A loose coalition of human rights and antiwar groups urged the U.N. Security Council this week to rewrite or reject a  U.S.-drafted plan for managing post-war Iraq as the council prepared to vote on it. 

  The coalition, including Amnesty International, Greenpeace International and the Anglican church, demanded that the United Nations  play the lead role in rebuilding Iraq, while safeguarding human rights and being allowed to send its weapons inspectors back into the  country. 

  The U.S. and British-backed resolution, likely to be passed by the council early yesterday, lifts sanctions on Iraq, but hands  unprecedented power to U.S. and British occupiers, effectively sidelining the United Nations. 

  "The human rights provisions in the latest draft (of the resolution) remain weak and are worded in such broad terms that they fall short of  what is needed to address the dire needs of the Iraqi people," an Amnesty International statement said. 

  Greenpeace called for the return of U.N. nuclear and weapons inspectors to Iraq. 

  "By refusing to allow the International Atomic Energy Agency inspectors back into Iraq, the U.S. is preventing the revealing of the extent  of contamination by unchecked looting of various nuclear sites," said Tom Clements of Greenpeace. "Likewise, UNMOVIC (the U.N. weapons inspection commission) should go back in to search for any alleged weapons of mass destruction." 

  The Uniting for Peace Coalition, as it calls itself, urged U.N. member states to demand an emergency meeting of the U.N General Assembly,  if the 15-member Security Council does not reject or recast the U.S.-British resolution. 

  Such a meeting should mandate a U.N. peacekeeping force to immediately replace U.S. and British forces in Iraq, the coalition said. It would also allow U.N weapons inspectors, human rights monitors and humanitarian groups into the country. 

  "The lifting of economic sanctions must go hand in hand with the full restoration of their (Iraqis') dignity and human rights, in particular their right to self-determination," said Hans von Sponeck, a former U.N. humanitarian envoy to Iraq. 

  Story Date: 23/5/2003 ___________________________________________________________________________________

NY TIMES

Senators Sharply Criticize Iraq Rebuilding Efforts
May 23, 2003

By ERIC SCHMITT 

WASHINGTON, May 22 - Democratic senators assailed the Bush administration's postwar reconstruction effort in Iraq today, peppering Deputy Defense Secretary Paul D. Wolfowitz with complaints about the planning and execution of the strategy. Even Republicans joined in, offering pointed criticisms of the administration's performance. 

Lawmakers have been stewing for weeks over the administration's failure to consult in depth with Congress

about the costs, methods and goals of rebuilding Iraq, and some of those frustrations boiled over at a hearing of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. 

The concerns from lawmakers underscored the challenges facing the administration not only in Iraq, but also in maintaining support in Congress, allied capitals and among the American public for the difficult and dangerous postwar mission. 

"I am concerned that the administration's initial stabilization and reconstruction efforts have been inadequate," said Senator Richard G. Lugar, an Indiana Republican who heads the committee. "The planning for peace was much less developed than the planning for war." Mr. Lugar said the physical and political reconstruction of

Iraq could take at least five years. 

In a particularly testy exchange, Senator Joseph R. Biden Jr. of Delaware, the panel's senior Democrat, berated Mr. Wolfowitz for the administration's failure to acknowledge publicly that the postwar efforts would cost billions of dollars, require years of involvement and get the United States bogged down just as it is in the Balkans. 

"When is the president going to tell the American people that we're likely to be in the country of Iraq for three,

four, five, six, eight, 10 years, with thousands of forces and spending billions of dollars? Because it's not been

told to them yet." Mr. Biden said. "I don't know about you, but home constituency doesn't understand that. They think Johnny and Jane are going to come marching home pretty soon." 

Mr. Wolfowitz said the pace of reconstruction was hard to pre- dict. "It's possible that things will go faster," he

said. 

When he tried to discuss Iraq's resources for rebuilding the country - notably its enormous oil fields - Mr. Biden cut him off. 

"What are the resources?" Mr. Biden demanded. "For us just to get to the point where we're talking about increasing to 1 million barrels per day export, there's going to be a need for a $5 billion investment in the oil fields to get to that point." 

In his opening statement, Mr. Wolfowitz acknowledged that security, especially in Baghdad, was still a problem, but he said that media reports of looting, lawlessness and violence in the Iraqi capital overlooked improving conditions there and in other Iraqi cities. 

He reaffirmed the administration's long-term commitment to rebuilding Iraq, and ticked off a list of initial

successes, from the availability of electricity in Basra all day long for the first time in 12 years, to the

reopening of primary schools throughout Iraq. 

"We cannot afford to fail," Mr. Wolfowitz told the senators. "We cannot afford to allow Iraq to revert to the

remnants of the Baathist regime that now ranges throughout Iraq in their desperate bid for influence and power." 

But even as he sought understanding for the difficulties confronting a monumental rebuilding task that has been under way for only a month or so, Mr. Wolfowitz was greeted with skepticism from many senators. 

Senator Chuck Hagel, a Nebraska Republican, said in a statement that "we may have underestimated or

mischaracterized the challenges of establishing security and rebuilding Iraq." 

Democrats were far more punishing in their assessments.

"It is very hard to fathom what the administration's strategy is with respect to the immediate stabilization of

the situation, let alone the longer-term reconstruction of Iraq," Senator Christopher J. Dodd, Democrat of

Connecticut, said in a statement. 

Senator Russell D. Feingold, a Wisconsin Democrat, accused the administration of squandering a well executed military campaign with "a half-baked plan for reconstruction." 

"Answers from the administration about the scope of the job, and the likely requirements in terms of U.S. manpower, resources and time, remain vague at best," he said in a statement. 

Mr. Wolfowitz acknowledged that the administration misjudged how quickly qualified Iraqi police officers could be trained and assigned to duty and that Pentagon officials erred by not having Jay Garner, the first civilian administrator, brief lawmakers more fully before leaving for the Persian Gulf in March. Otherwise, Mr. Wolfowitz gave a spirited defense of the Pentagon's planning for the war's aftermath. 

He said he stood by his criticism of Gen. Eric K. Shinseki, the Army chief of staff, who suggested in February that it could take "something on the order of several hundred thousand soldiers" to stabilize Iraq. Mr. Wolfowitz said he interpreted that to mean 300,000 troops or more, and the Pentagon did not envision needing that many. 

Gen. Peter Pace, the vice chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, who joined Mr. Wolfowitz, said there were 145,000 American troops in Iraq with 18,000 more from the Army's First Armored Division on the way. Beyond that, General Pace said, there are no plans to increase American force levels. There are also about 20,000 British troops in Iraq.

Mr. Wolfowitz also defended a decision by L. Paul Bremer III, the new civilian administrator, to delay the selection of an interim civilian Iraqi authority until security improved and American officials took more time to vet Iraqi representatives. 

"If the situation in Iraq is somewhat messy now," he said, "it's likely to seem even messier as Iraqis sort out their political process." 

_______________________________________________________________________________________

Reuters

Bush slams Europe over GM crops for Africa

  NEW LONDON, Conn. - With trans-Atlantic relations still strained by the Iraq war, President George W. Bush this week opened a new  front by accusing Europe of impeding American efforts to combat famine and poverty in Africa and beyond. 

  Bush did not mention the bitter opposition spearheaded in Europe to the military campaign that ousted Saddam Hussein. 

  But he made clear other disputes, including one over Europe's de facto ban on genetically modified food, clouded U.S.-European relations,  and said he would step up pressure when he tours the continent beginning May 30 with stops in Poland, Russia and France. 

  At a commencement ceremony for the Coast Guard Academy, Bush also sought to reassure anxious Americans a day after the government raised its terror alert status to the second-highest level, citing the risk of attacks on American soil after bombings in Saudi Arabia and Morocco. 

  "We will hunt the terrorists in every dark corner of the Earth," he said. 

  Less than three weeks after declaring that "we have seen the turning of the tide," Bush said al Qaeda's "treachery continues" despite wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. 

  Some Democrats say Bush's campaign in Iraq undercut the war against al Qaeda, allowing the network accused of orchestrating the Sept.  11, 2001, attacks to regroup. Osama bin Laden, the network's leader, remains at large. 

  Anti-war protesters stood outside the Academy's gates. "What lies next, Mr. Bush?" one sign said. 

  REACHING OUT? 

  Bush used Wednesday's address to highlight a friendlier side of U.S. foreign policy - dominated since he came to office by two wars and trans-Atlantic tension over Iraq. 

  "The national interest of America involves more than eliminating aggressive threats to our safety," said Bush. "America's national ambition is the spread of free markets, free trade and free societies." 

  Hoping to foster goodwill in regions suspicious of U.S. intentions, Bush said he would send more American volunteers overseas and touted a new aid program for developing countries that combat corruption, respect human rights and open markets. 

  He urged European nations to "match their good intentions with real resources" to combat the spread of AIDS in Africa, while touting his own $15 billion plan to combat the pandemic, which he will sign into law next week. 

  Despite the AIDS money, Democrats said Bush's budget would cut other critical foreign assistance programs. "The president's words do not yet match his deeds," said Sen. Patrick Leahy of Vermont. 

  Bush also accused Europe of undercutting efforts to feed starving Africans by blocking the use of genetically modified crops, which he said could "dramatically" boost productivity. 

  "Our partners in Europe are impeding this effort. They have blocked all new bio-crops because of unfounded, unscientific fears," Bush  said. "This has caused many African nations to avoid investing in bio-technologies for fear that their products will be shut out of European markets. European governments should join - not hinder - the great cause of ending hunger in Africa." 

  The United States plans to sue the European Union unless it quickly opens its market to genetically modified (GMO) products. France, which led opposition to the Iraq war, is also leading the GMO-skeptics in Europe, where consumer sentiment against the products runs high. 

  Biotech crops are engineered to repel predatory insects and better withstand weed killers. Critics say they could endanger human health and cause unforeseen damage to the environment. 

_________________________________________________________________________________________
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UNEP/UN in the news

Two rescued gorillas leave Nigeria for Cameroon 

Lagos, Nigeria (PANA) - Two Western lowland gorillas, among the rarest and most endangered species in the world, were flown out of Lagos on Friday to their native Cameroon after being rescued from the clutches of illegal pet traders. Nicknamed Brighter and Twiggy, the gorillas were believed to have been captured as infants in their native Cameroon before being smuggled over the border to Nigeria and sold to a businessman in the northern city of Kano. The gorillas were flown out of the Murtala Muhammed International Airport in Lagos aboard a Cameroonian airliner. Nigeria's outgoing Minister of State for Environment, Imeh Okopido, escorted them to the airport. The UN Information Centre (UNIC) in Lagos said earlier in a statement that the animals would take up residence in the world famous Limbe Wildlife Centre in Cameroon. The UN Environment Programme, under its Great Ape Survival Project, is co-funding the repatriation with support from the UK Foreign and Commonwealth Office. The Pan African Sanctuaries Alliance is also helping to fund the mission.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng001807&dte=23/05/2003
General Environmental news

Algeria earthquake toll rises to 2,162 deaths 

Algiers, Algeria (PANA) - Some 2,162 persons have died and over 8,500 have been injured in the earthquake that struck Algiers and neighbouring areas on Wednesday, according to the latest figures issued here on Sunday. The toll is expected to rise due to the uncounted number of persons still under the rubble. While the search is still going on, the hope of finding more survivors is fading, rescuers said. The authorities, however, are taking their time before launching the ultimate phase that consists of using huge cranes to lift the huge slabs from the rubble. Ten thousand persons rendered homeless by the calamity are being accommodated in tents, schools or stadiums pending allocation of new houses.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng002013&dte=25/05/2003
Kenyan paper mill to generate power from wood fuel 

Nairobi, Kenya (PANA) - In a controversial decision that would undoubtedly elicit criticism from local conservationists, Kenya's largest paper manufacturer plans to construct a 25-megawatt power plant that will exclusively run on wood fuel. The Pan African Paper Mills, based in Webuye, about 400km northwest of here, claims that operating such a power plant will help reduce the cost of paper production to make it more competitive in the world market. The company has already presented plans to the government for constructing the 2.5 billion shillings (about $36.5 million) plant, which officials say, will consume "fast growing wood" to be grown on a 40,000-ha land in a location yet to be identified. A top official of Orient Paper Industries Ltd., which runs the pulping plant told the Kenyan Health and Environment Media Network (Hemnet) during a tour of company Friday that despite producing their own energy of about 6 megawatts from waste like barks, bagus, twigs and wood pieces, the company tapped enormous amount of electricity from the Kenya Power and Lighting company. The team had toured the factory to observe how the paper mill manages and treats the factory waste and effluents before they are released into nearby rivers.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng001933&dte=24/05/2003
Ten African nations discuss sustainable development 

Nairobi Kenya (PANA): Environmentalists from 10 African countries grouped under "Networking for Sustainable Development” began a two-day conference here Friday to discuss and recommend a plan of action on pertinent environment issues on the continent. In an opening speech Friday, East Africa Environmental Network Director, Nathaniel Arap Chumo said the World Summit for Sustainable Development held six months ago in Johannesburg failed to draw a plan of action for sustainable development involving socio-economic and environmental sustainability. He told delegates from Burundi, Rwanda, Uganda, Tanzania, Mauritius, Kenya, Ethiopia, Eritrea, Somalia and Sudan that financial constraints remain a major drawback in drawing and implementing the desired structures in global development.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng001865&dte=23/05/2003
Germany props Zambia's park to re-stock black rhinos 

Lusaka, Zambia (PANA) - The German government will next Tuesday relocate two black rhinos from the Frankfurt Zoo to North Luangwa National Park in Zambia where varying species of rhinos have been poached into near extinction. German ambassador to Zambia, Erich Kristof said in Lusaka Friday the Frankfurt Zoological Society, which has worked for several years to resettle the black rhino in this Zambian wildlife sanctuary, would release the rare African herbivores under an exchange programme. "The animals chosen for the purpose of re-adapting to wildlife come from an exchange between the Frankfurt Zoo and South Africa," Kristof said. Under the German-South African exchange programme, rhinos born in captivity are taken to South Africa, with Zambia receiving five rhinos in the first phase of the programme. The first two rhinos would be flown to Zambia 27 May and the three rhinos others on 29 May.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng001833&dte=23/05/2003
South Africa to Nurse and Release Iraqi Lions

South African Press Association (Johannesburg): Six lion cubs born in the cramped, prison-like zoo owned by Saddam Hussein's son Uday, will soon find freedom in the African bush. The SanWild Wildlife Sanctuary, a non-profit organization based in the Limpopo Province, has managed to secure the release of the six cubs, their mother and two other lions from the Baghdad Zoo. Founder of SanWild, Louise Joubert told Sapa on Friday that the mother and her cubs would be settled in the Ngome Community Reserve in KwaZulu-Natal and the other two lions would remain at SanWild in the Limpopo.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200305240291.html
_________________________________________________________________________________________


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


Following is a near-verbatim transcript of today’s noon briefing by Fred Eckhard, Spokesman for the Secretary-General, and Richard Sydenham, Spokesman for the General Assembly President.


Good afternoon.


**Iraq

The Office of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees says that a group of 180 Iranian refugees returned home yesterday in the first repatriation from Iraq in nearly a year. This first group of returnees were refugees who had fled their settlements in eastern Iraq in early April because of insecurity and tensions with the local population. 


Hundreds of other refugees refused to cross back into Iran when border authorities said that their livestock would not be allowed into the country, a standard practice stemming from veterinary health concerns. Iranian authorities also refused other refugees the permission to cross with their trucks and tractors. UNHCR is trying to work out these problems with the authorities in Tehran.


With the arrival of 60 United Nations staff on a Boeing 737 passenger jet in Erbil this week, a humanitarian air service for the Iraq crisis run by the World Food Programme has entered into full swing, according to WFP officials. The Boeing 737 -- making the first of what will be a thrice-weekly run between Erbil (in northern Iraq), Amman (Jordan), Basra and Kuwait -- is the largest in a fleet of five passenger and cargo planes dedicated to the needs of aid workers deployed in Iraq and surrounding countries. The air service is scheduled to run for six months at a cost of US$23 million.


More information on these items is available upstairs.


The UN Mine Action Service advises all media organizations that playing or tampering with ammunition and any type of unexploded ordinance is dangerous, not only to those who do it, but to others in the vicinity. Filming children in Iraq playing with or tampering with these items must therefore be strongly discouraged. The message to everybody must be, “Don’t touch”.


**DRC

The situation in the north-eastern part of the Democratic of Republic of the Congo remains critical. Additional humanitarian personnel have arrived in Bunia. Assistance to internally displaced persons remains restricted to Bunia and the airport, due to lack of access to other areas in Ituri. We have available in my office a press release with more information on the humanitarian situation in that province.


The Ugandan military commander, Brigadier Kayihura, has written to the UN Mission and complained about continued fighting in Ituri and declared that Uganda would re-enter the DRC if elements threatening Ugandan security remain in control close to the Ugandan border.


The French reconnaissance team that visited Bunia is now in Kinshasa for de-briefings with the UN. The UN is providing full information on the situation to Member States interested in participating in the multinational force recommended for Bunia by the Secretary-General last week.


The Under-Secretary-General for Peacekeeping Operations, Jean-Marie Guéhenno, arrived in the DRC yesterday, and has met with President Joseph Kabila. He will be travelling to Bunia to assess the situation there.


**Security Council

There are no meetings or consultations of the Security Council scheduled for today. The next scheduled consultations will be Tuesday, and they will be on Burundi following the long weekend. The consultations on Western Sahara have moved to Wednesday of next week, and the report of the Secretary-General is expected to be available later today.


**Refugees

The Office of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees is distributing relief supplies to some of an estimated 15,000 new Liberian refugees who arrived this week in south-western Côte d'Ivoire following fighting across the border in southern Liberia.


Meanwhile, UNHCR says it is extremely concerned about the impact that the internal conflict in Colombia is having on the indigenous peoples of that country.


We have more information in the UNHCR briefing notes. 


**UNDP/Palestinians

A pioneering cancer care facility has opened in Beit Jala Government Hospital in the West Bank, in a 2.2 million dollar project implemented by the UN Development Programme (UNDP) and supported by the Government of Italy. We have a note from UNDP with more information on that.


**Sierra Leone

The Chief of Investigations of the Special Court for Sierra Leone, Alan White, yesterday accused the Liberian authorities of failing to comply with an official request for the transfer of the alleged body of an indicted war criminal, Sam Bockarie, to the Court. We have a press release with more details.


**ICTY

The Statute that established the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia will be 10 years old on Sunday, and, in a message that we have upstairs, Tribunal President Theodore Meron says the Tribunal can be justly proud of its important achievements in recording the crimes that scarred the Balkans in the 1990s.


**SARS

The World Health Organization today removed its recommendation that people should postpone all but essential travel to the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region and Guangdong province. We have press releases available on procedures for prevention and management of SARS on international cargo vessels and air travel.


**Press Conference

Press conference this afternoon at 1:15. The Chairman of the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Cases, Ole Henrik Magga, and others will be here to brief you on the outcome of the Permanent Forum’s second session, which ends today.


**Peacekeeping

Next Thursday, 29 May, will be the first International Day of United Nations Peacekeepers. The day is intended to pay tribute to all those who served in peacekeeping missions since the establishment of the first one, which was the United Nations Truce Supervision Organization, established on 29 May 1948.


In that connection, The Department of Public Information has produced an information kit which highlights the variety of skills and responsibilities of UN peacekeepers today. And you can get that at the Documents Centre on the 3rd Floor.


And we have the Week Ahead for you, to help you plan your coverage of the UN for next week. That’s all I have.


**Questions and Answers

Question: The UNCA briefing that wasn’t allowed to go ahead this morning. I have three specific questions. The last time that something like this occurred in 1994, it led to negotiations between UNCA and the Secretariat, and we got a specific assurance from Samir Sanbar, who was here at the time, that this situation would never be allowed to occur again, that UNCA would be permitted to invite whomever they wanted to speak at briefings in the UNCA club. I’m wondering when and why that policy was changed. That’s the first one. And secondly, I’m told that the decision was made on the basis of some legal interpretation by Hans Corell. His office hasn’t returned my phone calls today. I’m wondering what the legal basis was for this decision. And the third question is: this is an organization that, amongst other things, is dedicated to the concept of press freedom. The United Nations invented World Press Freedom Day which we celebrated just a month ago. I’m wondering why a principle which the United Nations normally defends so stoutly was overridden in this situation.


Spokesman: All I can do is offer to take those questions to the Secretary-General. The standing policy, as I understood it, was that the Secretary-General supported the longstanding practice in the United Nations of not interfering with UNCA’s use of its facilities here in the Secretariat. That’s not an absolute right. This building belongs to the Member States. But it has been a longstanding practice. And it was his intention to respect that. As to a change in policy, I don’t know that there was a change in policy. My understanding was that the decision was made on the basis of the details of this particular case. Hans Corell did not return your phone call because his advice to the Secretary-General is personal and confidential, and he doesn’t discuss it in public. And otherwise, I’ll really have to pass your questions on to the Secretary-General himself.


Question: Who was supposed to speak?


Spokesman: You should ask Tony that question.


Question: Would you mind if he said?


Spokesman: I’d prefer this not turn into a conversation. If you have a question to me, I would refer that question to the President of UNCA.


Question: Earlier, Fred, you made a comment about the filming of children. And you said that the filming is discouraged. Isn’t the United Nations position, or do they have any kind of generalist category that enables them to discourage the filming of anything by any media anywhere? What qualifies the United Nations to make that kind of a statement?


Spokesman: I don’t know the details, but if I were to guess, I suspect that the reason why they felt it necessary to make this announcement was there must have been an incident where filming was going on, in the circumstances, in which case they then warned you, who are doing the filming, as well as the children who might be playing with potentially dangerous items, to don’t touch, be careful. I think it was just a warning, and I suspect it was prompted by some incident, but I don’t know for that for a fact.


Question: The President of Ecuador asked the Secretary-General a few weeks ago -- he requested an immediate ceasefire from the FARC in Colombia to begin negotiations. Today in Cuzco, 19 Latin American countries have gathered and have backed up this declaration from the President of Ecuador. What is the position today of the United Nations regarding a possible ceasefire in the conflict in Colombia?


Spokesman: The Secretary-General would obviously support any effort to a peaceful reconciliation of the situation in Colombia, but I have nothing really to add to what I said most recently, that he supports the efforts of the Special Envoy James LeMoyne, that the good offices mission does not imply support for any side. It is an impartial effort, and I think the High Commissioner for Human Rights also continues to express his strong support for the work being done by the United Nations Human Rights office in Bogota. All these efforts are aimed at finding a peaceful solution.


Question: Will these 19 countries take this problem or issue to another level?


Spokesman: I can’t comment further than what I’ve already said. I’m sorry.


Question: On the Special Representative. Any announcement?


Spokesman: I think we’re very close. I can’t give you a firm prediction, but I couldn’t, I would not exclude that the Secretary-General would send a letter to the Security Council in the course of today.


Question: Will there be any provision for us to talk to Mr. Vieira de Mello or the Secretary-General? I’m making an assumption.


Spokesman: I don’t know why you mentioned Mr. Vieira de Mello. I think the next step would be for the Secretary-General to hear back from the Members of the Council that they had taken note of his letter expressing his intention to appoint someone. And that probably won’t happen until the end of the long weekend. So I don’t think there would be any press opportunities for the new Special Representative until that process had been complete. So I hope you’ll have a long, quiet weekend.


Question: When it does happen, do you expect that it would happen in New York?


Spokesman: I think so. We’ve been talking to the Secretary-General about possibly doing a press conference, introducing the Special Representative. We’ll see if that happens. 


Question: I don’t want to belabour the point, but following up on Tony’s question, why would the President negotiate with Samir Sanbar? And you said this was the property of the Member States, which is true, but would a request from, say, Nauru or Tonga to bar a speaker receive the same attention as a request from the PRC? I understand there are supposed to be equal Member States.


Spokesman: In this case, the fact that the General Assembly has a firm position on a one-China policy, and the person coming in represented himself as an ambassador, as if from a sovereign State. I believe that triggered a protest by the Chinese mission that the Secretary-General felt was worth responding to. And it was his decision.


Question: But we also have had an ambassador from the Taliban here several times. A very unsavoury character, I agree, but there were no protests. Nobody attempted to object to this very objectionable character, who believed in executions and stonings.


Spokesman: I’ve gone as far as I can go. I suggest that you try to raise this issue at higher levels and see if we can’t come to some understanding.


Richard.


Spokesman for General Assembly President

Good afternoon.


Today the Fifth Committee continues in informal consultations and the open-ended working group for the fourth special session on Disarmament meets in closed session.


On the week ahead, the ad hoc working group on integrated follow up to major UN conferences in the economic and social fields will hold its 11th formal meeting next Tuesday, and continue its work through next Friday 30 May.


Also next Tuesday, we have the Sixth Non-stop Reading Marathon under the sponsorship of President of the General Assembly, President Kavan. The theme this year is “Life in Truth -- Homage to Václav Havel” and the event is part of a four day worldwide reading marathon to be carried on the Internet. Members of the UN community will read works by authors, whose writings have helped raise awareness in support of the cause of human rights, freedom and free speech. The event will be held in the West Terrace, from 10:30 a.m. to 4 p.m. Correspondents are invited to attend, and the event will also be Web cast and carried on in-house channel 67 or 16.


Any questions?


Thank you and have a good holiday weekend.


* *** *



UNEP and the Executive Director in the News


� HYPERLINK  \l "uranium" ��Associated Press - US' s Use of depleted uranium raises health fears in Iraq


�(This article also appeared in ABC News, Yahoo News, The State, Newsday & Hoovers)


� HYPERLINK  \l "Iraqi" ��AP - Iraqi fears over depleted uranium�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Arabs" ��Arab News - Iraq’s Marsh Arabs Cling to Their World�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Eden" ��Telegraph Herald (Dubuque, IA) - Beast of Eden: Saddam kills Fertile Crescent; The ecological disaster could be the most nefarious of his crimes�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Plight" ��Birmingham Post - Desperate plight of the Marsh Arabs;   Iraq's marsh Arabs cling to their world, virtually all destroyed by 


�� HYPERLINK  \l "People" ��ARIZONA DAILY STAR - Vengeful end sought for a proud people�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Crimes" ��The Associated Press - Of Saddam's crimes, the most lasting may be crushing of ancient society in what was Eden�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Wilderness" ��Greenwire - Europe: treaty conserves largest remaining wilderness�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Gorillas" ��XINHUA - Rescued gorillas leaving for Cameroon for new life�


Washington Post � HYPERLINK  \l "Cameroon" ��- Endangered Gorillas Returned to Cameroon� (Also published in the Times Daily (Alabama))


� HYPERLINK  \l "Home" ��TORONTO GLOBE AND MAIL - Smuggled gorillas return home�


� HYPERLINK  \l "UN" ��ALLAFRICA - Snatched As Infants, Two Gorillas Flown Home Thanks to UN Agency (Also appears in the Salt Lake Tribune)�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Repatriated" ��IRIN NEWS - Two gorillas repatriated to Cameroon�


� HYPERLINK  \l "UNEP" ��Hungarian News Agency (MTI) - UNEP Executive Director meets environment minister in Budapest� 
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