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Environment & Water News 
UAE presents six environmental awards 
Posted: Thursday, February 26, 2004
Dubai 
Zayed International Prize for the Environment (ZIPE) was awarded to six at a ceremony recently. 

The BBC won the Global Leadership award while five professors and experts from around the world won awards for Scientific and Technological Achievement and for Environmental Action Leading to Positive Change in Society, said a Gulf News report.

A BBC documentary on the devastations wreaked by wars, pollution, factories and mankind on the environment was screened at the ceremony.

General Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum, Dubai Crown Prince and UAE Defence Minister, presented the awards, worth a total of $1 million, to the winners.

Dr Mohammed Ahmed bin Fahad, chairman of the Higher Committee of ZIPE, said: "Undoubtedly the conference has become a landmark on the map of international efforts to control the atmospheric pollution, thanks to the distinguished scientists, researchers and decision makers who took part in its activities."

The conference concluded its session with a proposal to establish a regional protocol to curb pollution and the Regional Centre for Trans-boundary Air Pollution Control to be established in the UAE after having approval from the member states.

According to the report, Klaus Toepfer, executive director of UN Environment Programme and chairman of the ZIPE's judging committee, said: "The greening of deserts through the planting of 100 million trees is among the top achievements of president Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan Al Nahyan.

Yashar Aliyev, who represented the president of the UN Economic and Social Council Ambassador, Marjatta Rasi, said: "Millions of deaths each year are attributable to diseases caused by polluted air, drinking water and poor sanitation. Air pollution kills both people and plants. Water shortage and land degradation seriously decrease agricultural production and significantly increase poverty and hunger. Clearly there are numerous entry points for effective cross-sectional partnerships and action. The ZIPE has become of paramount importance. It has taken an important and sound step that will bring it into the international arena," said the report .

"Its newly consultative status in the Special category with the ECOSOC opens unparalleled opportunities to interact with the UN." Meanwhile, more than 200 environmental experts and activists have called for the creation of a regional centre to monitor trans-boundary air pollution.

The body would be composed of representatives from member states and would have the objective of improving environmental co-operation in the region. The issue was brought to the forefront of discussions at the 'Dubai Declaration' during the closing ceremony of the conference.

The conference also stressed the need to develop legislation and standards to curtail air pollution before further deterioration occurs - especially given the unprecedented rate of industrial and urban development in the region.

Al Midfa said: "The deliberations addressing health impacts of air pollution, mitigation measures and the legal aspects of trans-boundary pollution have provided a great opportunity for experts to exchange views. These have significantly influenced the declaration."
ABS-CBN.Com

Scientist says 'Asian brown cloud' threatens Gulf

DUBAI - A body of pollution which has been identified in the skies across Asia is now threatening to engulf the Middle East and make the planet a drier place, a leading environmental scientist said on Tuesday. 

Veerabhadran Ramanathan, who led 1999 research into what was dubbed the "Asian Brown Cloud," said there was evidence the Gulf region was being sucked into a global pollution circuit moving several miles above ground. 

"The Middle East has to be part of our program because here the problem is that the dust and pollution can interact," Ramanathan said on the sidelines of a conference on atmospheric pollution in the Gulf city of Dubai. 

"I presumed this region was clean, but the dust haze in the desert is a lot less than here in the city. Then I saw this picture," he said, pointing to aerial shots of a cloud hanging over Dubai, a modern city of skyscrapers on the edge of desert. 

"This haze is about 300 meters (yards) above the ground, I would say. It could be coming locally or from several hundred kilometers away," he said, adding no research had been done into the effects of oil refineries along the Gulf coastline. 

Ramanathan's team, backed by the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP), first identified a blanket of chemicals and dust from cars, aerosols and agricultural and industrial waste across most of South Asia in 1999. 

The discovery provoked denials from Indian officials who felt India was being singled out as a culprit and was seen by some as vindicating the Bush administration in 2001 when it pulled out of the global Kyoto climate treaty. 

Ramanathan, an atmospheric scientist at the Scripps Institution of Oceanography at the University of California, said the major contributors to a worldwide circle of pollution were Los Angeles, Delhi, Bombay, Beijing and Cairo. 

"Pollution in the eastern United States can go in four or five days to Europe and in a week it goes from Europe to South Asia. This is fast transport which converts a local problem into a regional and global problem," the Indian scientist said. 

He and the UNEP have ditched the reference to Asia, now preferring "Atmospheric Brown Cloud" or just "Brown Cloud," he said. 

Global drying?
Most scientists studying global warming due to ozone depletion are predicting a warmer but wetter world because of the melting of polar icecaps. 

But Ramanathan said he suspected the effect of the shroud of pollution across the globe would be to dry the planet. 

"We're interested to see if the planet will be warmer and wetter or warmer and drier. My research suggests a large drying effect, especially in the Tropics," Ramanathan said, referring to the area stretching from South Asia to Africa. 

"The haze is reducing sunlight to the oceans and one of the things sunlight does is evaporate water from the ocean which gives us rain in the water cycle," he said. 

He said recent research by his team in an agricultural plain running across north India near the Himalayas showed that 10 to 17 percent of sunlight was not reaching the ground. 

The team made use of advanced satellite imagery, but the focus of environmental work needed to shift to the processes going on inside the pollution band itself, Ramanathan said. 

"We need ground observatories which can probe the atmosphere, which can be integrated with satellite observation...We need to use laser instruments and unmanned aircraft to monitor up to four km (2.5 miles) in the air," he said. 

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Voice of America

Chemical & Pesticide Treaty Takes Effect
Joe De Capua
Washington
25 Feb 2004, 14:19 UTC



 HYPERLINK "http://www.voanews.com/EnglishtoAfrica/PrintArticle.cfm?objectID=EB87C28C-E3B1-4D13-A3BDAA7CE5FCA9CF&title=Chemical%20%26%20Pesticide%20Treaty%20Takes%20Effect" 
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A new international treaty took effect yesterday that will help protect developing countries from the misuse of dangerous chemicals and pesticides. Supporters say it aims to ensure that “development is environmentally sustainable.” 
The United Nations says there are about 70-thousand different chemicals on the market today, with 15-hundred new ones introduced each year. 
The name of the treaty is a long one: “The Rotterdam Convention on the Prior Informed Consent Procedure for Certain Hazardous Chemicals and Pesticides in International Trade.” 
Bill Murray is a spokesman for the Rotterdam Secretariat. From Rome, he spoke to English to Africa reporter Joe De Capua about the importance of the treaty. 
He says, “The Rotterdam Convention helps provide a first line of defense for developing countries on potentially hazardous chemicals. It seeks to share the responsibility between parties to the convention on international trade of hazardous chemicals in order to help them work together to protect human health and the environment.” 
Problems with chemical or pesticide misuse or pollution helped give rise to the treaty. Mr. Murray says, “In the past, there has been unregulated trade in hazardous chemicals. And this convention helps provide developing countries in particular with a tool to help them control the chemicals that are imported into their country; gives them a mechanism to indicate those which they want to receive and to avoid those they do not want to receive.” 
A key provision of the agreement is the Prior Informed Consent Procedure or PIC. Mr. Murray says, “The Prior Informed Consent Procedure is one of the key provisions of the convention. And what that involves is that chemicals that are subject to the convention…are those for which countries are invited to make import decisions. That is, a decision as to whether they wish to receive future imports of the chemical.” Those decisions are then collected by the secretariat, which distributes them every six months to “all parties.” 
Mr. Murray says, “Exporting countries can then review the list and determine whether or not a particular importing country has said yes or no to the imports of the chemical.” The United States has not yet ratified the treaty, while the European Commission has ratified it. The convention had been operating on a voluntary basis since September 1998.

____________________________________________________________________________________

Europe Environment
February 26, 2004

Environment Council: agenda for transition session on March 2

HIGHLIGHT:
Environment Ministers from the fifteen EU and the ten accession countries will be meeting in Brussels on March 2, for a session under the Irish Presidency of the Council of Ministers. This has been described as a transition meeting, because no decisions are expected to emerge. Most of the issues will give rise to policy debates at the very most. Conclusions will nonetheless be adopted on environment-related issues due to be submitted to the March EU Summit.

BODY:
Preparations for the Springtime EU Summit will take up the first part of the Council meeting. The Ministers will examine the various documents to be forwarded to EU government leaders: the European Commission Spring report, the annual report on environment policy, a Communication dealing with a strategy for the sustainable use and management of resources and an environment technologies action plan. A political debate is scheduled on preparations for international conferences and reports developed towards this end: the Conference on biodiversity and bio-safety (Kuala Lumpur, February 9-20 and February 23-7), the 12th meeting of the UN Commission on Sustainable Development (April 19-30 in New York), 5th meeting of the UN Environmental Programme's International Forum on the Environment (March 29-31). These issues are due to be considered during a lunch attended by Klaus Toepfer, head of UNEP, and the Norwegian Environment Minister, Manager Brende, President of the UN Commission on Sustainable Development. 

At very most, the other issues will be covered by political debates (such as the draft Regulation on waste shipments) and reports on the state of play (such as the future policy on chemicals - REACH system). In the case of future policy, the Ministers' attention will be confined to general themes, as no real review has yet been made of the details of the proposal.

The Ministers will next turn to the draft Directive on setting up an EU emission trading system (extending this Directive to other Kyoto mechanisms: Joint Implementation and the Clean Development Mechanism): the main point of this debate will be opportunity provided to the European Commission to remind the Member States of their obligations: acting before March 31, 2004 to present their national quota allocation programmes (May 1 for the accession countries). It should be stressed on this score that France and Denmark recently published their national programmes.

The Ministers will hear statements from various parties: the European Commission speaking about the GMES (Global Monitoring for Environmental and Security) research programme and about the environment and health concerns (preparations for the pan-European conference next June in Budapest); Belgium speaking about fisheries (by-catches of cetaceans and the transfer of non-indigenous species from one region to another in the wake of ships); and France speaking about safety at sea. ____________________________________________________________________________________

Indiantelevision.com's News Room Headlines   

BBC receives award for dedication to environment   Indiantelevision.com Team (25 February 2004 5:00 pm)   MUMBAI: After the turmoil that went on within the BBC regarding the Iraq dossier there is finally some positive news. The broadcaster has announced that it was presented with an international award in recognition of its commitment to environmental issues around the world.   
The biennial Zayed International Prize for the Environment was established four years ago in recognition of the achievements of the UAE's President Sheikh Zayed Bin Sultan Al Nahyan.

An official release states that for over three decades Sheikh Zayed has advocated sustainable development policies. His strategies - including the planting of 100 million trees are considered to have made the UAE a much greener country. In its citation the jury said that it considered that the BBC "stands apart for its commitment, breadth of coverage, and dedication to addressing global, regional and national environmental concerns".

It singled out Earth Report, which has aired on BBC World since 1997. The television programme has "not only shocked and entertained but brought about real change by inspiring businesses, NGOs [non-governmental organisations and governments to adopt more environmentally friendly technologies, lifestyles and policies". The programme is produced by Robert Lamb and TVE.

The jury also recognised the work of BBC World Service radio which broadcasts to at least 150 million regular listeners in 43 languages and BBC News Online, which receives more than 206 million page impressions per month at the website www.bbcnews.com.

In addition, the citation praised BBC staff for implementing initiatives that are making their workplaces more environmentally friendly. "The BBC has also demonstrated its commitment to environmental issues at home through the organisation's own sustainable development strategy aimed at reducing energy consumption and waste in its day-to-day operations." 

The prize money of $500,000, will be donated to the BBC World Service Trust.BBC World Service Trust director Stephen King added, "The Trust is an important part of the BBC's work. This prize will make a big contribution to helping us continue our work, bringing benefit to communities in the developing world."

 ________________________________________________________________________________________

Reuters

Natural disaster deaths rise sevenfold


FRANKFURT - Natural disasters caused by extreme weather claimed seven times as many victims in 2003 as in the previous year and the trend is set to continue, says the world's biggest reinsurance company. 

Munich Re said in its annual review of natural catastrophes that earthquakes, heat waves and tornadoes had killed 75,000 people during the year, including 40,000 who died in December's severe earthquake in Iran. 

The figure was higher than the 50,000 estimate the company gave in a preliminary report in December, largely because the full effects of the Iranian earthquake were not yet known then, a Munich Re spokesman said. 

"After three years of relative calm, no fewer than five great natural catastrophes occurred in 2003," the report said, saying the five events alone had accounted for about a third of all economic and insured losses. 

Apart from the Iranian earthquake, a heat wave that hit central and southern Europe in the summer claimed 20,000 lives, and an earthquake measuring 6.8 on the Richter scale killed 2,200 in Algeria in May, the report said. 

The most expensive disasters for insurers, however, were in the United States, where tornadoes battered the Midwest in May and a heat wave caused drought and forest fires in California in October and November, destroying thousands of homes. 

The Californian fires cost the insurance industry some $2 billion (1.06 billion pounds) , Munich Re said, while a massive hailstorm in Texas during the tornadoes "will go down in U.S. insurance history" after generating insured losses of more than $1 billion. 

In total, insured losses were 40 percent higher than in 2002 at $16 billion, said Munich Re, which insures insurance companies for the risks from their policies. Total economic losses rose 18 percent to $65 billion. 

DRAMATIC CHANGES 

Munich Re said global warming would cause increasing economic damage in the future. In central Europe alone, an expected two-degree Celsius increase in temperatures by the middle of the century would cause more heat waves and floods. 

"It is to be feared that extreme events which can be traced to climate change will have increasingly grave consequences in the future," the report said, adding that insurance premiums would rise and that clear-cut indemnity limits would be needed. 

"Neither human beings, buildings and infrastructure nor the agricultural and livestock sectors are prepared for such extremes," it said. "We would be well advised to prepare ourselves for dramatic changes." 

However, Munich Re said it believed climate protection was about to enter "a new dimension" and welcomed the impending start of emissions trading in the European Union in 2005, which will offer a financial incentive to reduce pollution. 

The system will allow companies that exceed their emission limits for carbon dioxide (CO2), blamed by many scientists for global warming, to buy and trade emissions permits. 

But the EU may review its strategy of backing the Kyoto Protocol, which is designed to limit CO2 emissions, as Russian hesitations over the accord threaten to stop it coming into force. 

The United States, the world's top polluter, has already refused to back Kyoto, saying it is a regulatory straitjacket that will harm industry and economic growth. 

Story by Georgina Prodhan 

Story Date: 27/2/2004 
_________________________________________________________________________________________

ENS

Pacific Leatherback Turtle 10 Years From Extinction 
SAN JOSE, Costa Rica, February 26, 2004 (ENS) - The leatherback turtle may be extinct within a decade in the Pacific Ocean, delegates to the 24th Annual Symposium on Sea Turtle Conservation and Biology were told here today. 

More than 1,000 turtle experts from 70 countries have gathered for a week long meeting that this year focuses on the relationship between humans and sea turtles. Once merely a forum for an exchange of ideas, the symposium is now considered one of the most important and influential decisionmaking bodies for the conservation of sea turtles worldwide. 

Leatherbacks, named for their smooth, leathery skin, are rapidly disappearing from the Pacific Ocean. Since 1982, their numbers have dropped from about 115,000 reproductive females to fewer than 3,000 remaining today, a decline of 97 percent. 

"The Pacific leatherbacks currently face an annual mortality rate of up to 30 percent," said James Spotila, Drexel University Professor of Environmental Science. "That rate is clearly unsustainable, and without dramatic intervention, we can expect to see them disappear in as soon as a decade." 

This leatherback turtle is covering her nest after laying on a beach in French Guiana. (Photo by Matthew Godfrey courtesy Seaturtle.org)
The average adult leatherback turtle weighs in at close to a ton, 907 kilograms, and measures about eight feet (2.4 meters) long. These amphibians have swum the world's oceans from the tropics to the Arctic since the time of the dinosaurs more than 100 million years ago. 

But now, if the oceans and the leatherbacks' nesting beaches are not protected immediately, they will be gone. 

"On land, the canary in the coal mine warns humans of impending environmental danger," said Roderic Mast, Conservation International vice president and president of the International Sea Turtle Society. 

"Sea turtles act as our warning mechanism for the health of the ocean, and what they're telling us is quite alarming," said Mast. "Their plummeting numbers are, unfortunately, symptomatic of the ocean as a whole." 

Five of the other six sea turtle species are also at risk of extinction. The Kemp's ridley and hawksbill turtles are classified by the IUCN Red List as Critically Endangered, as is the leatherback. 

The green, olive ridley and loggerhead turtles are all considered Endangered. The flatback turtle, found solely on the northern coast of Australia, is regarded as Data Deficient. 

Sea turtles face threats ranging from destructive fishing practices such as longlining and the poaching of turtle eggs, which some cultures regard as a delicacy. 

Longlining is a practice in which ships extend up to 90 miles of fishing line with as many as 8,000 hooks, many of which unintentionally capture and kill sea turtles instead of their intended targets of fish. 

Scientists say that that the rapid population decline of sea turtles can be reversed, but not unless their nesting beaches are protected from uncontrolled beachfront development and the poaching of eggs. 

Baby leatherback turtles on the beach (Photo by Roderic Mast courtesy Conservation International)
Lights on land pose another threat, since turtles confuse them for the moon and walk toward them, leaving them stranded and unable to return to the ocean. 

But when stronger protections are put in place, experts say, the leatherbacks respond positively, as they have on the beaches of St. Croix and South Africa. 

In addition, the ocean as a whole needs greater levels of protection if leatherbacks are to survive into the future. Currently, less than one-half of one percent of the ocean is under some sort fo formal protection. 

And finally, the fishing industry needs to employ new and safer techniques to keep from catching and killing sea turtles unintentionally in their hunt for fish, Conservation International warns. 

Small and inexpensive changes to fishing techniques, such as slightly larger hooks and traps from which sea turtles can escape, can dramatically cut the mortality rate. 

Scientists and conservationists at the conference highlighted several international success stories that demonstrate that well planned conservation efforts can halt and reverse the decline of the sea turtles. 

For example, four Latin American nations, the United Nations Foundation, UNESCO's World Heritage Centre and Conservation International's Global Conservation Fund are investing several million dollars over the next three years to consolidate a marine protected area that stretches from Ecuador to Costa Rica.

The Detroit News

Deadly human diseases often arrive via animals

	Global travel, conditions in food processing, exotic pets cited in new strainsBy Victor Greto / Wilmington, Del., News Journal[image: image9.jpg]Diseases that animals
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They’re in pigs, ducks, sheep, cows, horses and birds. 

And they’re in your cat, lazily curled on the part of the sofa where you sometimes lay your head. And in your dog, who joyfully slobbers hello when you come into the house. 

Viruses. Parasites. Bacteria. Fungi. 

Jumping from animals to people over time, animal-based germs and organisms have helped create the diseases that have caused the most human deaths in history. 

Blame cattle, pigs, insects and birds for measles, tuberculosis, bubonic plague, smallpox, influenza, whooping cough, cholera and malaria. 

Previously undiagnosed diseases have proliferated in recent years because of rapid global travel and the worldwide shipping of food, imported exotic pets that carry diseases previously unknown to certain areas, growing populations encroaching on formerly pristine areas and development of the scientific and technological ability to identify the diseases. 

The danger of these diseases to become pandemics often has been exaggerated, some scientists said. Even so, scientists and health officials cannot ignore the possible danger. Although the avian flu virus found in Delaware chickens is not the strain that has caused at least 20 deaths in Thailand and Vietnam, it could develop into a deadly strain if ignored. 

It seems as if a lot of diseases — from mad cow disease to SARS to Ebola — have sprung up overnight, or at least in the past few years. 

“It certainly seems like it’s happening a lot lately,” said Janis Hammer, associate professor of animal biotechnology and conservation at Delaware Valley College in Doylestown, Pa. “But there’s a good 5,000 diseases that are possible to transfer from animals to humans. And these have been around for a long time.” 

It’s the conditions of the modern world, and only in the past few decades, that have made these diseases appear, even if briefly and in the most unexpected places, said Marci Drees, epidemic intelligence service officer in Delaware with the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. 

Add to that the centralized nature of animal processing plants and poor conditions on some poultry farms, and you have the potential for a disaster to spread as rapidly as possible, said Bruce Friedrich, a spokesman for People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals. 

“We cram chickens together,” he said. “A shed with 20,000 birds and each bird with less space than a standard piece of paper, cooped up in their own feces and urine in badly ventilated sheds. It’s a wonder that things aren’t significantly worse.” 

But one expert said criticisms that factories are unsanitary and depend too much on injecting animals with drugs have been exaggerated. 

There is a point where too much crowding and stress increases the numbers of pathogens — bacteria or fungi that may cause disease — that could cause problems for people, said David Wolfgang, a senior research associate in veterinary science at Penn State University. 

“But some diseases are actually declining, like salmonella,” he said, “because we have cleaner factories and better refrigeration.” 

In the United States, fears of recent diseases may be far worse than the reality of the threat, he said. 

“In general, the population now doesn’t understand infectious disease control, doesn’t know where its food comes from or understand hygiene,” Wolfgang said. 

Animal-originated diseases may lurk in places that seem innocuous. Dogs, cats, ferrets, reptiles and birds are all potential breeding grounds for human diseases. 

“Any time you have close contact with animals — and we’re bringing them into our homes more and more, including exotic pets — you are going to increase exposure, and when you do that, you’re going to increase the chance of the spread of disease,” Hammer said. 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

U.N.: alleged bugging illegal
	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	


By The Associated Press
February 26, 2004, 12:28 PM EST

UNITED NATIONS -- The United Nations said Thursday that alleged British bugging of Secretary-General Kofi Annan's office is illegal if proved true.

It was the world body's first reaction to allegations by a former member of Prime Minister Tony Blair's Cabinet that Britain spied on Annan in the run-up to the U.S.-led Iraq war.

"We would be disappointed if this were true," U.N. spokesman Fred Eckhard said. "Such activities would undermine the integrity and confidential nature of diplomatic exchanges. Those who speak to the secretary-general are entitled to assume that their exchanges are confidential."

Clare Short, who resigned as Britain's international development secretary shortly after last year's campaign to topple Saddam Hussein, said in a BBC interview that British intelligence agents spied on Annan ahead of the Iraqi invasion in March 2003.

Blair refused to say whether the allegation was true but called Short "deeply irresponsible." 

Copyright © 2004, Newsday, Inc. 

_________________________________________________________________________________________

REGIONAL OFFICE FOR AFRICA  (ROA) - NEWS UPDATE

27 February 2004

General environment news
Lake, Rivers Face Extinction
The East African Standard (Nairobi): A major lake and two rivers in Rift Valley are drying up due to human encroachment on their water catchment areas. The Kenya Wildlife Service (KWS) director Arthur Mukolwe said Lake Nakuru and rivers Njoro and Mara will become extinct if the current severe drought and interference with their sources continue. He said serious conservation measures needed to be taken immediately. "The depletion of Mau forest and Mara catchment areas has seen all the tributaries into river Mara and Lake Nakuru dry up; we might run into deep trouble in the next five years," said Mukolwe. The level of water in the lake has drastically dropped by 40 per cent over the last three years, he added. There is also a massive drop in the population of flamingoes at the resource, from 2.6 million birds to the current of 800,000, hence impacting negatively on tourism. Mukolwe attributed the whole problem to the government's decision to degazette forests lying on the catchment areas, and allowing human settlement on them. People are now settled on wildlife migration routes, a factor the KWS boss blamed for the recurrent human/animal conflicts. Apart from wildlife, said Mukolwe, the livelihood of thousands of herdsmen such as the Maasai are at risk should the three water resources dry up. 

http://allafrica.com/stories/200402260931.html
Namibia's Water 'Amongst Best in Africa'
The Namibian (Windhoek): NAMIBIA'S and South Africa's potable water supplies are among the safest in the region but the quality of water elsewhere in southern Africa and the continent is cause for grave concern. Access to clean potable water is considered a basic human right, and analysis of water samples by laboratories cannot be overlooked, says the German Embassy in Namibia. According to Mukayi Musarurwa, Regional Co-ordinator for SADC Metrology, unreliable results obtained from water laboratories across Africa has left many communities exposed to potential health threats Representatives from all SADC countries, as well as from Kenya and Uganda, are meeting in Windhoek this week to discuss standardising their proficiency testing scheme for water testing laboratories throughout the region - with the aid of specialists from Europe. 

http://allafrica.com/stories/200402260275.html
Report On Environment is Rejected
The Nation (Nairobi): Land and Environment committee members rejected the consensus group recommendations and accused the drafters of altering their proposals to suit foreign interests. Some delegates accused the drafters of altering all articles that touched on foreign interests. They said the draft persons may have been compromised by the multinational companies to protect their interests. "We oppose all attempts, which are being made by draft persons to sneak in a new draft in the pretext of harmonization and use of legal language," said the delegates. The delegates said the drafters had sneaked in a new document that watered down their recommendations to ensure that multinational companies protected the environment. In a news conference attended by some of the committee members, the delegates said the drafters had watered down the "polluter pay Principal" aimed at ensuring that companies took responsibility of any environmental pollution by their factories.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200402260950.html
US Awards Ugandan Environmentalist
New Vision (Kampala): THE President of the National Association of Professional, Environmentalists (NAPE), Frank Muramuzi has won global recognition for his contribution to the environment. He said on Tuesday he was awarded by a United States organization, Conde Nast Traveller, an international river network, which is against construction of dams globally. "We have engaged government because the decision making process is not transparent and the recognition shows that we are not saboteurs," Muramuzi said. According to the Traveller, Muramuzi is responsible for halting the dam project on River Nile that threatened the nesting sites of over 75 bird species. Muramuzi lobbied Parliament and the World Bank to investigate the plan more. "He pushed the Government to investigate alternative energy sources, particularly geothermal power," said the publication. Muramuzi, a runner-up in the environmental award of 2003, was awarded got sh40m.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200402260575.html
__________________________________________________________________________________________ ROLAC  MEDIA UPDATE –26 February 2004

www.ips.org
POLITICS-MEXICO:
Video Scandal Puts Green Party on Defensive 

Diego Cevallos 


MEXICO CITY, Feb 24 (IPS) - The Ecologist Green Party of Mexico (PVEM), whose political power is the envy of green parties elsewhere in Latin America, suffered a blow Tuesday to its credibility when a video was publicised showing its leader being tempted with bribes from foreign business executives. 

The network giant Televisa and other Mexican media disseminated images of Senator Jorge González, PVEM president, and a hotel chain executive offering him two million dollars to facilitate construction permits for a tourism project in the southeastern resort area of Cancún. 

The mayor of the municipality of Benito Juárez, where Cancún is located, is a Green Party member. 

But González said Tuesday that the video was a set-up to tarnish his public image. He denied having engaged in any acts of corruption. 

He said that in the video he was playing along with the interlocutors "to see how far they would go" and his plan all along was to file a complaint with the city government, which he says he in fact did. 

"If I had the intention of accepting (the bribe) I wouldn't have had the bored look that I did... If these men say that they gave me money, well, they gave me nothing but air because I never received anything," he said in a local radio interview. 

Despite his explanation, environmental activists were upset with the response of the PVEM. "The behaviour of the Mexican Greens is shameful and infuriating," Homero Aridjis, head of the Mexican ecologist Group of 100, told IPS. 

The director of environmental watchdog Greenpeace-Mexico, Alejandro Calvillos, said the party is a disgrace. 

The video was made in early December during a meeting involving business executives and then-PVEM activist Santiago León, former lawmaker in the Mexico City legislature. 

León was expelled form the party as a result of internal disputes earlier this year, but he waited until now to make the video public "in order to demonstrate the corruption that reigns within that party," he reportedly said. 

He also said he would file an influence peddling complaint with the Attorney General's Office against González and his family, who he says have taken over the PVEM. Up until 2001, the party was led by Jorge González Torres, the current party chief's father. 

"The true green activists energetically condemn the corruption, influence peddling, embezzlement, systematic lies and tricks with which (the PVEM leadership) has betrayed and defrauded the citizenry," said León. 

Mexican environmental activists charge that the PVEM, founder in 1997 of the Federation of Latin American Green Parties, has little knowledge about the issues it claims to defend and that its political operations are based on family interests. 

Of the five senators and 17 deputies that the party has in Mexico, none have experience with or hold degrees in environment-related issues, said the activists IPS consulted. 

On another front, the Federal Electoral Institute (IFE) last year fined the Mexican green party for surpassing the legal expenditure limits of private contributions for the 2000 electoral campaign, in which Vicente Fox, of the National Action Party (PAN) and with PVEM support, won the presidency. 

The party is currently under investigation for its statutes that, according to reports filed with the IFE, allow its leaders to remain in their posts without the internal democratic processes that are required by law. 

After the release of the video implicating González, who at 31 is a senator and party president, counsellor of the IFE Arturo Sánchez said the PVEM will come under new investigations. 

If the latest allegations of corruption turn out to be true, sanctions could range from a simple fine to the loss of party status, said the official. And there is still a possibility of criminal charges, he added. 

Leaders of various other political parties have expressed indignation about the alleged bribery and have demanded investigation of the matter. 

"The PVEM is a party that is not at all environmental. They are only interested in power and money," said Group of 100 leader Aridjis. "I hope this scandal means the death of the green party as we know it today, and that from its ashes emerges a truly environmental green party, because Mexico needs it," he added. 

According to Greenpeace's Calvillo, the PVEM does not hold water as an ecological group because it does not promote policies for protecting the environment. 

Last year, Juan Behrend, secretary-general of the Greens in the European Parliament, told the weekly magazine Cambio that his group has lost faith in PVEM and has called on the Mexican party to democratise its internal operations. 

Sara Castellanos, PVEM senator, defends the party, saying the accusations are part of a campaign that emerged after it broke ties with the Fox government. 

In 2001, the PVEM withdrew its political support for the president with the argument that he was not keeping his campaign promises. 

The video of González, the hotel executives and an alleged bribe to facilitate construction of a tourist centre in Cancún is a clumsy attempt at a set-up, the PVEM itself said in a communiqué. 

Founded in 1986, the PVEM is the fourth leading political force in Mexico, after the Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI), Fox's PAN, and the leftist Democratic Revolutionary Party (PRD). 

Although it has never garnered more than five percent of the vote in elections, the party has maintained a presence through alliances at different times with the PRD, PRI and PAN. 

The PVEM is the only one among the Latin American green parties that holds even this amount of power. The Brazilian Green Party has been strong in championing environmental causes, but its electoral presence is limited, and the Chilean Green Party, created in 1988, nearly disappeared, but then regrouped and joined the Humanist Party. 

There are environmental parties in Uruguay, but they do not have formal political or parliamentary representation, and in Peru and Colombia the green parties have not sought or have failed to achieve electoral recognition. 

Green parties simply do not exist in Bolivia, Costa Rica, Ecuador or Paraguay. (END/2004

:
In Defence of Weeds - the Edible Kind 

Marcela Valente 


BUENOS AIRES, Feb 24 (IPS) - Imagine an incredible variety of nutritional plants growing abundantly everywhere without the need to even plant, water or fertilise them, while people go hungry nearby. 

The scenario might sound unlikely to some, but it is real -- there are thousands of species of edible wild plants, although few are aware of that fact. 

A team of researchers in southern Argentina has been working for years on getting the word out about the great abundance of edible plants, but the idea is just now catching on, as chefs in exclusive restaurants begin to incorporate in their cuisine wild-growing plants normally looked down on as ''weeds''. 

In the Ecotono laboratory at the National University of Comahue, which is located in Bariloche, an Andean ski resort town in the southern Argentine province of Río Negro, scientists have been classifying edible wild plants and providing instructions on how they can be cooked and prepared. 

The head of the project, biologist Eduardo Rapoport, who has a doctorate in natural sciences, said in an interview with IPS that none of the campaigns aimed at raising awareness on the easy availability of edible plants was as effective as the one in which he was shown on a local TV programme preparing a meal with wild-growing plants. 

''After I appeared on TV, I started getting calls to give talks and conferences in poor neighbourhoods and at meetings of chefs. Some of the chefs, who work in exclusive restaurants in Bariloche, began to include wild plants in their recipes,'' he said. 

Experts in the culinary arts now offer novelties based on wild plants, for demanding palates, like lamb flavoured with creeping woodsorrel (Oxalis corniculata) or lasagna stuffed with yellow dock root (Rumex crispus) -- a plant that is known locally as ''cow's tongue'' and is so common in the countryside and grassy areas that few even notice its presence. 

The campaign turned out to be more effective than more formal attempts to explain the nutritional value of wild plants. ''We have knocked on the doors of 130 national and international institutions, only six of which have expressed an interest,'' complained the biologist, who at least has developed new cooking skills as part of the project. 

International registers identify more than 15,000 species of edible plants, and experts believe there could actually be as many as 50,000 wild-growing edible species. 

But the best-stocked supermarket in any given country will offer a maximum of 150 kinds of cultivated vegetables and fruits, and perhaps a handful of herbs and other wild-growing plants. 

Biologists define a weed as any plant that is growing in a place where a human wants a different kind of plant or no plants at all, or a plant out of place not intentionally sown. 

Webster's dictionary provides a less neutral definition: a weed is ''a plant of no value and usually of rank growth; one that tends to overgrow or choke out more desirable plants.'' 

Many wild-growing plants are dried and sold for use in herbal teas or as spices, but they are rarely offered fresh in the produce department. 

In Argentina at least, when they are found at a greengrocer's, they are often marketed as exotic products ''discovered'' by some modern-day chef. 

But today's ''weeds'' were providing sustenance to hunter-gatherers in the remote past, before agriculture even existed. 

The research project led by Rapoport in Bariloche has found that in that part of the southern region of Patagonia alone, there are 200 native species of edible wild-growing plants and around 100 edible exotic plants, many of which are eaten in other countries and are even exported for use in the food industry. 

In one single hectare, it is possible to find an average of 1,300 kgs of edible wild plants that grow without having to be cultivated, irrigated or fertilised. And in some rural parts of Argentina, up to 7,000 kgs per hectare of ''weeds'' fit for human consumption grow despite the use of powerful herbicides. 

White clover (Trifolium repens), plumeless thistle (Carduus acanthoides), dandelions (Taraxacum officinale) and creeping woodsorrel (Oxalis corniculata) are a few of the wild plants that are slowly making their way into the Argentine diet. 

Lambsquarters (Chenopodium album) can be used to make green noodles, and miner's lettuce (Claytonia perfoliata) is delicious in salads. 

In most cases of edible wild plants, the entire plant, including the root, leaves and fruit, can be used. 

However, ''Edible only means 'can be eaten', and information on nutritional quality is not always available. But what we do know is that there are wild species that have greater nutritional value than cultivated plants, with the advantage that they grow on their own,'' said Rapoport. 

To top it off, ''They are tasty and free of cost,'' he added. 

The dandelion, for example, a yellow-flowered weed that invades lawns, gardens and fields, is six times richer in nutrients than lettuce. 

It has three times more protein, seven times more fat, four times more carbohydrates, five times more calcium, four times more iron and a much greater amount of vitamins B1, B2 and C than lettuce, the biologist explained. 

The leaves of wild plants can be used in soups, salads, soufflés, dressings, sauces, and croquettes; the stems can be breaded and fried; the seeds can be ground up into flour; and even the roots, thoroughly washed, can be used with the addition of spices. 

''We haven't invented anything new. There are few new edible species, even if they are presented as new discoveries,'' said Rapoport. 

Many native growing plants formed part of the diet of the Mapuche Indians in southern Argentina and Chile, although the tradition of eating them had been virtually lost. 

''Our motto is simple: let's salvage what was good about the Paleolithic period of the Stone Age, when our ancestors were nomads, because since agriculture emerged in the Neolithic period, we have forgotten what nature provides for us,'' said Rapoport. 

The procedure for finding out if a plant is edible is simple. ''If we have already registered it in our databank, we cook it and taste it, always starting out with a small portion,'' he said. If it is not on the list, a tiny portion is also tasted, to verify whether it is toxic or causes indigestion. 

''It's just basic trial and error,'' Rapoport admitted. 

Since the team began its work with weeds over a decade ago, it has published four illustrated pocket manuals, as well as posters and videos, with financing from local and foreign academic institutions. The group also gives chats in schools, soup kitchens and churches. 

Soup kitchens have mushroomed in Buenos Aires and around the country in the past few years, since a recession that had dragged on for several years led to all-out economic collapse in late 2001. 

Since then, more than 50 percent of the population of 37 million has slid into poverty, and many Argentines have been forced to turn to soup kitchens run by community social organisations and churches to survive. 

Rapoport also explained that it has been an uphill battle to convince people to experiment with new tastes. ''We have had to fight hard against habits that are deeply ingrained since childhood, especially among families who do not venture beyond beef and pasta,'' staples of the Argentine diet, said the biologist. 

The Ecotono researchers have no illusions that providing information about the availability and nutritional value of edible wild-growing plants will put an end to hunger in the world, or even in Argentina. But they do believe it can be one solution for many small rural communities. 

And although their research has been limited to just one portion of the Patagonian region, they are confident that the rest of the country has enormous potential. 

The Institute of Popular Culture in northwestern Argentina is carrying out similar work with wild plants native to that region, although their efforts are much less well-known than the research of the team in Bariloche. 

The Ecotono campaign did not bear the expected fruits until chefs, always keeping their eyes out for new flavours to delight diners, ''discovered'' the value of ''weeds''. (END/2004)
__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

ROWA MEDIA UPDATE

Bahrain

Muharraq targeted in anti-pollution drive

A NEW watchdog group is targeting Muharraq in a nationwide campaign to curb pollution.

The biggest problem is to separate industrial operations from housing areas, say officials.

A joint national environmental committee has been created which consists of municipal council members and Public Commission for the Protection of Marine Resources, Environment and Wildlife officials.

Committee president Mirza Khalaf said that the Hidd Power Station, Asry and other factories have been instructed to prepare a report on the levels of pollution created by their operations.

"The problem that the Muharraq governorate faces is that factories are located within housing areas and pollution is not only destroying the environment, it is destroying people's health too," he said.

Mr Khalaf said there would soon be a law organising residential and industrial zones.

"But first of all problems in each governorate should be solved to ensure that when the law comes out, factories already in residential areas don't get excluded from it," he said.

Mr Khalaf said that they were also planning to remove cattle farms from between residential areas in Muharraq, due to the smell and noise they cause.

http://www.gulf-daily-news.com/arc_Articles.asp?Article=75118&Sn=BNEW&IssueID=26343
New plans to dispose of waste

BAHRAIN is to expand its waste management facilities, an international conference was told yesterday.

Plans are underway to acquire an unused quarry site for disposing hazardous waste generated in the country, said Environmental Affairs waste management expert Rehan Ahmed.

He was speaking on behalf of director general for joint municipal services Dr Juma Al Ka'abi at the Fourth Speciality Conference on Environmental Progress in the Petroleum and Petrochemical Industries.

The three-day event at the Gulf International Convention and Exhibition Centre, Gulf Hotel, is being held under the patronage of General Commission for Protection of Marine Resources, Environment and Wildlife president Shaikh Abdulla bin Hamad Al Khalifa.
http://www.gulf-daily-news.com/arc_Articles.asp?Article=75051&Sn=BNEW&IssueID=26342
Qatar
Corniche parade to mark Environment Day

QATAR is to celebrate Environment Day today. 

One of the highlights of the day will be a parade at the Corniche, due to start at 3pm today. More than 50 government bodies, national institutions and government and expatriate schools are expected to take part in the procession, which will start from the al-Bida park and march up to Sheraton hotel.

"All should care for the environment" is the slogan for this year's Environment Day.

The march will be led by Khalid Ghanem al-Ali, secretary-general of theSupreme Council for Environment and Natural Reserves. Members of the council, directors of departments, and senior government officials will participate in the parade. 

They will display banners and posters that will call for preservation of environment and cleanliness and urging planting of trees.

On Saturday, a convoy of camels will be launched at 8am at al-Areeq area, off Salwa Road. A camp has already been erected in the desert to receive the convoy and to serve lunch to participants.

On Monday, at 11am, al-Ali is to open an environmental exhibition at the City Center (third floor). Lectures and contests are also to be held there.

Events related to the Environment Day are to continue until March 7. They will include camping and cleaning campaigns at Khoral-Udaid (Inland Sea) and Rawdat al-Maeda

http://www.gulf-times.com/
__________________________________________________________________________________________
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T H U R S D A Y    H I G H L I G H T S
Haiti

*
UN Security Council considers options for international involvement

*
CARICOM, Haiti appeal to Security Council for help as security worsens

*
Annan appoints John Reginald Dumas as his Special Adviser 

*
UN agency calls on neighbouring countries to open borders to those fleeing strife

Other news

*
If reports that UN was bugged prove true practice must stop – spokesman

*
Georgia’s President assures Security Council of commitment to peace in Abkhazia 

*
UN mourns death of former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia’s President 

*
Côte d’Ivoire: UN peacekeeping mission would cost $303 million for 6 months

*
UN forces return fire from militiamen in DR Congo

*
UN mission denounces murder of five aid workers in Afghanistan

*
Funds needed to avert disaster for millions of Southern African children – UN

*
UN Cameroon-Nigeria commission close to finishing field visits in disputed areas

*
UN official calls for expanding credit ratings in Africa to boost investment 

*
Central Asia and Caucasus vow to take harder line on terrorism – UN

* * * *

Haiti: Presidential statement

26 February – Expressing deep concern over the deteriorating political, security and humanitarian situation in Haiti, the United Nations Security Council today pledged to “consider urgently options for international engagement, including that of sending an international force” to support a political settlement.

A Presidential statement read by the Council President for February, Ambassador Wang Guangya of China, said, “The Security Council is deeply concerned with the prospect of further violence in Haiti and acknowledges the call for international involvement in Haiti.”

The Council “calls upon the parties to act responsibly by choosing negotiation instead of confrontation,” he said, adding that “an accelerated timetable now seems necessary.”

The Council “deplores the loss of life that has already occurred and fears that this failure, thus far, to reach a political settlement may result in further bloodshed. Continued violence and the breakdown of law and order in Haiti could have destabilizing effects in the region,” he said.

The Council would support the Caribbean Community (CARICOM) and the Organization of American States (OAS) as they worked for a peaceful and constitutional solution to the current impasse, Mr. Wang said.

* * *

Haiti: Security Council

26 February – Given its long record of deploying peacekeeping missions, the United Nations has a special responsibility to help Haiti during a rapidly deteriorating political and security crisis, Jamaican Foreign Minister Keith D. Knight told the United Nations Security Council today.

“The situation we now face is completely different from that which began as a political impasse over exercise of rights and the role of opposition forces,” he said in an address on behalf of the Caribbean Community (CARICOM), which requested the Council meeting. 

“The more recent incursions by heavily armed ‘rebel’ forces from the north have resulted reprisal killings, the destruction of property and general lawlessness, creating a state of anarchy in much of the country.”

The Foreign Minister also recalled Jamaican Prime Minister Percival J. Patterson’s appeal, in a letter to Secretary General Kofi Annan last week, for immediate action to safeguard democracy and avert bloodshed and a humanitarian disaster.

The potential for further chaos is not only a threat to the peace and security of the region, but must be of great concern to the international community, he told the 15-member Council. “It is against this background that the Member States of the CARICOM Community seek the direct and immediate intervention of the United Nations in Haiti,” Mr. Knight said. “The situation is one of utmost urgency and the need for decisive action is paramount.” 

He welcomed Mr. Annan’s proposal to name a Special Adviser to coordinate and promote greater UN engagement in dealing with the current crisis and called on the Council to authorize the urgent deployment of a multinational force to assist in the restoration of law and order, to facilitate a return to stability and to create an environment that will foster a political solution.

CARICOM, which has 15 members and five associate members, and the Organization of American States (OAS) have been mediating between Haitian President Jean-Bertrand Aristide and the opposition. They have proposed such confidence-building measures as disarming armed groups, setting rules for demonstrations, strengthening the police force and establishing a transitional government of national unity and an Electoral Commission.

Mr. Aristide has accepted the plan, so long as he can serve out his term, which ends in 2006, but the opposition has rejected it.

Addressing the Council meeting, which had some 30 representatives on the speaker’s list, Haitian Ambassador Jean C. Alexandre said the armed opposition had carried out summary executions and released convicts sentenced for violent crimes and drug trafficking.

He urged the Council to reiterate its condemnation of the violence, its rejection of any new government taking power through an anti-democratic, unconstitutional process and its demand that the Haitian opposition accept a political compromise.

Frederick A. Mitchell, Foreign Minister of the Bahamas, which is also a CARICOM member, said anecdotal evidence indicated that the insurgents were controlling half of the country.

“The reality is that a nation with 8 million people, no military and a police force of just over 4,000 meant that government authority was thin on the ground,” he said.

If the international community refuses to act quickly, “we will be condoning a creeping attempt to overthrow the Government of Haiti by force,” Mr. Mitchell said, noting that there are 32 previous examples of dislodging Haitian heads of State in this manner.

French Foreign Minister Dominique de Villepin, meanwhile, sent a letter to the Council outlining a proposal “that broadens the CARICOM plan.”

Its requirements would include the “immediate establishment of a civilian peacekeeping force,” international aid in preparing for new elections, the delivery of humanitarian aid and the dispatch of human rights observers to Haiti, according to the letter, which was made public at the UN today.

“As for President Aristide, he bears heavy responsibility for the current situation. It is up to him to accept the consequences while respecting the rule of law. It is his decision; it is his responsibility,” Mr. de Villepin said.

Enslaved Africans overthrew the French colonial government in Haiti 200 years ago.

* * *

Haiti: Special Adviser

26 February – United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan announced today that he has appointed Trinidad and Tobago’s John Reginald Dumas as his Special Adviser to help tackle Haiti’s escalating political, economic and social turmoil.

In a statement, Mr. Annan said Mr. Dumas “will closely follow developments in Haiti and liaise with all relevant actors,” especially the regional organizations that are trying to end the country’s political impasse.

Mr. Dumas, 68, has a long record of diplomatic service for his country and has specialized in issues affecting the Caribbean region. He has also worked on public task forces in Trinidad and Tobago and in 1998 co-founded his country’s chapter of Transparency International.

He has acted as Ambassador to the United States, Permanent Representative to the Organization of American States (OAS) and High Commissioner to Barbados and the Eastern Caribbean, Canada, India, Indonesia, Japan, Singapore and Sri Lanka.

Mr. Dumas also served as Trinidad and Tobago’s diplomatic representative in Ethiopia, Kenya, Tanzania, Uganda and Zambia.

* * *

Haiti: refugees

26 February – The United Nations refugee agency today urged Haiti’s neighbours to open their borders to those forced to flee the worsening civil strife in the Caribbean country.

The UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) issued a statement from its headquarters in Geneva saying it was coordinating contingency plans with Haiti’s neighbours in case there is a large outflow of refugees.

Hope Hanlan, the UNHCR’s Director for the Americas, cited the 1951 Refugee Convention in calling on governments in the region to respond humanely to any Haitians seeking asylum because of the current turmoil.

“Obviously, not everyone who leaves a country is a refugee,” Ms. Hanlan said, “but those who are forced to flee must have access to international protection.”

Since the recent outbreak of political violence began in Haiti, the UNHCR has reported 30 people have sought asylum in Cuba, 62 in Jamaica, and up to 300 in the Dominican Republic.

The agency has already boosted its staff presence in the Dominican Republic in anticipation of the arrival of more asylum-seekers, while discussing its contingency plans with Cuba, Jamaica and the United States.

* * *

Bugging

26 February – Reacting to today’s media reports alleging that Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s conversations were tapped by British intelligence, a United Nations spokesman said if this practice exists it should stop.

“We would be disappointed if this were true,” Fred Eckhard told reporters in New York. “Such activities would undermine the integrity and confidential nature of diplomatic exchanges.”

“Those who speak to the Secretary-General are entitled to assume that their exchanges are confidential,” he emphasized.

Mr. Eckhard added that the UN would step up its routine technical measures aimed at guarding against such invasions of privacy.

Asked whether the practice of bugging the Secretary-General was regarded as illegal, the spokesman replied affirmatively, citing the 1946 Convention on the Privileges and Immunities of the UN, the 1947 “Headquarters Agreement” between the UN and the United States, and the 1961 Vienna Convention on Diplomatic Relations.

In particular, he referred to Article 2 of the 1946 treaty, which states that, “The premises of the United Nations shall be inviolable. The property and assets of the United Nations, wherever located and by whomsoever held, shall be immune from search, requisition, confiscation, expropriation and any other form of interference, whether by executive, administrative, judicial or legislative action.”

Mr. Eckhard noted that the UN could take steps – such as using secure phone and faxes lines – to secure the confidentiality of communications. “I don’t know that anyone has protection against satellite intercepts, but although this 1946 Convention was written more than 50 years ago, clearly it would apply to all forms of interference, including things that weren’t even imagined then, namely satellite intercepts.”

The spokesman also confirmed that the British Ambassador to the UN, who is currently in London, called the Secretary-General this morning on behalf of Prime Minister Tony Blair.

“These premises are inviolable under international law, and we expect all Member States to respect their commitment,” Mr. Eckhard emphasized. “We’re throwing down a red flag and saying, ‘If this is true, please stop it.’”

* * *

Georgia

26 February – Pledging his unwavering commitment to the peaceful resolution of the separatist conflict in Abkhazia, Georgia’s new President Mikhail Saakashvili appealed to the United Nations Security Council today to enhance its efforts to advance lasting peace and stability in his country.

To promote that process, Mr. Saakashvili told the 15-member body he was ready to guarantee the highest possible degree of autonomy to Abkhazia within the Georgian State.

The UN has maintained an observer mission in Georgia (UNOMIG) since 1994 after an accord reached in Moscow ended fighting in northwestern Georgia between government and separatist forces that forced nearly 300,000 refugees to flee.

Today, Georgia still suffers from the painful wounds of civil conflict that had separated families and destroyed the future of a generation, President Saakashvili said. But encouraged by certain positive developments, task forces established in the framework of the Geneva process might form a powerful mechanism for the entire peace process, he added.

The framework involves the so-called Group of Friends of the Secretary-General – France, Germany, Russian Federation, the United Kingdom and the United States – working to help achieve peace. At a meeting last week, attended by Georgia but not the Abkhaz side, the group hailed progress in political and security matters, refugee returns and economic cooperation.

Mr. Saakashvili called the deployment of a civilian UN police unit in the Gali region, on the Abkhaz side of the ceasefire lines, a real and positive step forward that should be fully implemented.  It was particularly necessary for the return of refugees, he added.

He appealed to the Council to work towards ending the “damaging” Russian policies of providing citizenship to people in the conflict region, granting a visa-free regime and illegally acquiring property on Abkhazian soil, all of which reduced chances for lasting security. At the same time, he said his recent “very constructive” talks with Russian President Vladimir Putin signalled a new era of improved relations between the two countries.

In his latest report to the Council last month Secretary-General Kofi Annan noted that talks on Abkhazia’s future status within Georgia had still not started, with the Abkhaz side continuing to invoke its unilateral 1999 “declaration of independence.” He appealed to them to abandon their “uncompromising position.”

* * *

Trajkovski

26 February – The United Nations today mourned the death of President Boris Trajkovski of the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, with Secretary-General Kofi Annan recalling the crucial role he played in preserving the unity of his country and laying down the basis for the stability of a multi-ethnic State.

In a statement issued by his spokesman, Mr. Annan voiced his “deep sadness” at the plane crash that killed Mr. Trajkovski’s and the members of his delegation earlier today in Bosnia and Herzegovina.

“A true European, Mr. Trajkovski greatly contributed to the development of regional cooperation and led his country towards membership in the European Union and NATO to ensure prosperity and stability for his people and for the entire region,” the statement said, conveying condolences to the bereaved families and the nation at large.

Members of the Security Council also expressed their profound sadness and offered their condolences in a statement read out by the Council President for February, Ambassador Wang Guangya of China.

Closer to home, Mr. Annan’s top envoy in neighbouring Kosovo expressed his deep shock and sorrow. Harri Holkeri said he and the UN Interim Administration Mission in Kosovo (UNMIK) had enjoyed “very good relations” with President Trajkovski.

* * *

Côte d’Ivoire

26 February – Deploying a multifaceted United Nations peacekeeping force in Côte d’Ivoire for six months would cost about $303 million, Secretary-General Kofi Annan told the Security Council in a letter made public today.

“The projections take into account personnel and assets of the United Nations Mission in Côte d’Ivoire already on the ground and provide for the deployment of 6,240 military personnel, including 200 military observers, 120 staff officers, 350 civilian police officers and 435 international and 529 national staff, as well as 119 United Nations Volunteers,” he said.

The current UN mission in Côte d’Ivoire (MINUCI) comprises 34 military officers and a small number of civilian employees. Peacekeeping is being carried out by the West African military force known as ECOMICI and a French peacekeeping operation called Licorne.

If the Security Council decided to place peacekeepers in Côte d’Ivoire, assessments levied on UN Member States would be credited to a special account for that purpose, Mr. Annan said.

An agreement signed in Linas-Marcoussis, France, in January last year ended fierce fighting between the Government and the then-rebellious Forces Nouvelles. They have now formed a government of national unity.

In the original report, to which the letter on costs is an addendum, Mr. Annan had said he would recommend that the Security Council launch a full peacekeeping operation in Côte d’Ivoire if the parties there implemented their peace agreement, maintained a unitary government and disbanded disruptive militant groups.

* * *

MONUC

26 February – United Nations peacekeeping forces investigating allegations that militia members were assembling in a village in an eastern province of the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) with a view to attacking a nearby town came under fire from militiamen in an ambush, the UN mission, MONUC, said today.

The UN brigade had been told that members of the Union des Patriotes Congolais (UPC)/pro-Lubanga-Bosco’s wing were gathering in Nyamamba, Ituri province, in order to attack Tchomia, 20 kilometres away, MONUC spokesman Hamadoun Toure said in his weekly press briefing.

At the end of the mission, the brigade was fired on by militiamen lying in an ambush, he said.

“The helicopters protecting the MONUC team immediately returned fire and completely destroyed the UPC camp,” Mr. Toure said. “Apparently the militiamen suffered important losses which MONUC is unfortunately not in a position to assess.”

The spokesman pledged that the UN would not be deterred by violence. “MONUC shall forcefully retaliate to fully implement its mandate now under Chapter VII of the UN Charter,” he said, referring to the provision, which allows for the use of military power.

“We will refrain from putting civilians in danger,” he added.

Another obstruction arose in Gbadolite, the town where the late DRC president, Mobutu Sese Seko, had his country house. A man identifying himself as a liaison officer, who was also a member of the Movement for the Liberation of Congo (MLC), denied MONUC access to airplanes at Gbadolite airport on 21 and 23 February, Mr. Toure said.

In another development Commandant Joseph Kasongo, another militia leader, was arrested in Bukavu on a charge of having an illegal arms cache and flown to South Kivu yesterday. Mr. Kasongo, from the Congolese Rally for Democracy (RCD-Goma), was handed over to local military officials, Mr. Toure said.

The Special Representative of the UN Secretary-General for the DRC, MONUC chief William Lacy Swing, held talks with senior Congolese officials to sort out the incident.

* * *
Afghanistan

26 February – The United Nations mission in Afghanistan has strongly condemned yesterday’s murder of five non-governmental organization (NGO) staff in an ambush north of Kabul.

The attack took place at about 7 p.m. when two gunmen stopped a car carrying eight employees of the Sanayee Development Foundation in a remote area of the Sarobi District, about 25 kilometres north of Kabul.

After searching the staff, the gunmen opened fire, killing five while three others managed to escape into the darkness.

Manoel de Almeida e Silva, a spokesman for the UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA), told journalists today in Kabul that “it is one more of these security incidents that are absolutely unacceptable.”

“These NGO employees were doing work for the implementation of the National Solidarity Programme, which is one of the key projects in this country to empower communities by allowing them to develop projects that they think are priorities in their areas,” he said.

The Foundation had been working in the area for six months helping to set up a local shura, or consultative decision-making forum, as part of Afghanistan’s election process.

* * *

Southern Africa

26 February – Millions of children across Southern Africa are at risk because of a lack of international funds and support, eight United Nations agencies warned today as they launched a mid-term review of their financial appeal for the region.

The agencies said the UN has so far received $324 million, or just over half of the $642 million it requested from international donors when it launched a bid last July to fund this year’s relief efforts in Lesotho, Malawi, Mozambique, Swaziland, Zambia and Zimbabwe.

Only $24 million of the money received is for non-food activities – just 14 per cent of what the UN estimates is necessary to meet urgent needs in these countries.

The UN’s Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) said the triple threat of severe drought, the HIV/AIDS pandemic and weakened government capacity had left millions of people across the region extremely vulnerable.

The UN’s Special Envoy for Humanitarian Affairs in Southern Africa, James T. Morris, said 3 million children in the region have already lost one or both parents. “We cannot stand idly by and see them lose their futures too,” he said.

He warned that crucial projects across the region would have to be scaled back unless international donors provide additional funds. “After millions of children have been saved from starvation, it is tragic that their lives now remain at risk from a lack of clean water, adequate sanitation and proper health care,” added Mr. Morris, who also heads the UN World Food Programme (WFP).

OCHA said orphaned children are particularly in jeopardy, with many lacking access to food and health care while being forced to drop out of school.

The eight agencies involved are: OCHA, the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), UN Population Fund (UNFPA), UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF), UN Development Programme (UNDP), Joint UN Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS), World Health Organization (WHO) and WFP.

* * *

Cameroon/Nigeria

26 February – The Cameroon-Nigeria Mixed Commission, set up by the United Nations to peacefully resolve their border dispute, has nearly completed its field visits to the contested land boundary between the countries and the Bakassi Peninsula in the Gulf of Guinea.

Two Commission sub-committees have been visiting villages in the oil-rich Bakassi Peninsula since Tuesday and expect to complete their work by Saturday.

Earlier, the sub-committees toured the land boundary’s mountainous area, visiting villages and talking to local authorities and community members on both sides of the border.

This area includes portions of territory that must be transferred from Cameroon to Nigeria under a 2002 ruling on the dispute by the International Court of Justice (ICJ).

Secretary-General Kofi Annan set up the Commission in 2002, at the request of Presidents Olusegun Obasanjo of Nigeria and Paul Biya of Cameroon, to try to resolve the countries’ long-running border quarrel and implement the ICJ ruling.

The UN Office for West Africa said the Commission is seen as an innovative mechanism for resolving disputes and engaging in preventive diplomacy. It is comprised of delegations from both countries and is chaired by Ahmedou Ould-Abdallah, Mr. Annan’s Special Representative for West Africa.

Cameroon and Nigeria dispute sovereignty over their land boundary, stretching from Lake Chad to the sea, their maritime boundary, and the Bakassi Peninsula in the Gulf of Guinea. But they have agreed to a process of troop withdrawal and transfer of authority in the Lake Chad area.

The next meeting of the Mixed Commission will be held in Yaoundé, Cameroon, from 6-7 April.

* * *

Africa credit

26 February – A senior United Nations development official today called for greater inclusion of African nations in international financial markets through the continued expansion in the continent of sovereign risk ratings – which place countries on the investor map and allow them access to international capital markets.

“The investment potential in Africa is huge,” the Associate Administrator of the UN Development Programme (UNDP), Zephirin Diabré, told a conference in New York on capital flows to Africa, organized by the Corporate Council on Africa. “Through our credit rating initiative, we intend to support countries in their efforts to mobilize resources from private capital markets.”

Mr. Diabré said better access to financing should help African countries tackle a broad range of poverty alleviation issues and provide an incentive to achieve the Millennium Development Goals – adopted at a 2000 UN summit – which include halving extreme poverty and hunger by 2015.

Over the past year several African countries received ratings under UNDP’s credit rating initiative with Standard and Poor’s. In September, Ghana became the first country to benefit from the initiative and was assigned a ‘B+’ long-term foreign currency sovereign credit rating. In November, Cameroon received a ‘B’ long-term and ‘B’ short-term sovereign credit ratings and, in December, Benin was assigned a ‘B+’ long-term and ‘B’ long-term sovereign credit ratings.

More sub-Saharan African countries, including Burkina Faso, Kenya, Madagascar, Mali and Mozambique, are expected to follow suit this year.

The Corporate Council on Africa represents more than 200 companies dedicated to strengthening commercial ties between the continent and the United States. Mr. Diabré noted that helping countries create an enabling environment for investment is a top priority for UNDP as part of its support for the New Partnership for Africa’s Development (NEPAD).

The conference seeks to demonstrate that African markets can be profitable, highlighting key viable financing opportunities and providing a platform for financiers to meet sponsors of projects in Africa. Attendees include representatives from major United States financial institutions, business, and government and African financial institutions and companies.

* * *

Crime

25 February – Nine countries of Central Asia and the Caucasus have agreed to use their mass media and civil society institutions to develop “a culture of intolerance” towards all forms of terrorism, the United Nations reported today.

Concluding a three-day UN-backed workshop in Antalya, Turkey, government representatives from across the region pledged to improve their laws against terrorism and organized crime.

They also voiced interest in receiving support to ratify and implement 12 international conventions against terrorism.

In addition, participating nations pledged to take international human rights and humanitarian laws into account as they continued their fight against the scourge of terrorism.

The UN Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), which helped set up the workshop, urged the countries to foster closer ties with such bodies as the UN Security Council’s Counter-Terrorism Committee, the European Union (EU), the Council of Europe and the Organisation for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE).

Delegates from Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkey, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan took part in the event.

* *** *
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* * * *

Iraq

25 February – Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s acting Special Representative for Iraq, Ross Mountain, has arrived in Baghdad for meetings on relief and rebuilding needs, a United Nations spokesman confirmed today.

During his stay in Iraq, Mr. Mountain will assess reconstruction and humanitarian issues, spokesman Fred Eckhard told reporters in New York.

The envoy is scheduled to meet with representatives of the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA), the Iraqi Governing Council and UN national staff. 

This visit comes a few days ahead of a planned conference in Abu Dhabi where the International Reconstruction Facility for Iraq will be launched. The forum aims to allow governments to contribute to rebuilding Iraq’s economy and infrastructure through projects administered by UN agencies and the World Bank.

* * *

Haiti

25 February – The United Nations Security Council today deplored the Haitian opposition’s rejection of proposals from two regional organizations that could form the basis for a peaceful compromise with President Jean-Bertrand Aristide to stem the Caribbean country’s violent political crisis.

In a press statement read by Council President Ambassador Wang Guangya of China, both the Aristide Government and the opposition were called on to accept and implement the provisions of the Plan of Action of the Caribbean Community (CARICOM) and the Organization of American States (OAS).

“Implementation of the plan offers the best opportunity to restore confidence and dialogue and for Haitians to resolve differences peacefully, democratically and constitutionally,” the President said.

Council members also called on the Government and the armed rebels to respect human rights and stop using violence to advance political goals.

“Those responsible for human rights violations should be held accountable,” Mr. Wang said.

Calling attention to the “serious humanitarian situation in Haiti,” Council members called on all sides to facilitate the distribution of food and medicine and to respect UN personnel involved in the delivery of relief aid. 

The presidential statement came after Under-Secretary-General Kieran Prendergast briefed the Council in a closed-door session.

According to the text of his remarks, released to the press, Mr. Prendergast noted that President Aristide had accepted in principle the CARICOM-OAS plan, which also had the endorsement of France. “President Aristide did so on condition that he would serve out his current term in office, which concludes in 2006,” he observed.

The UN continues to support CARICOM and the OAS and was “encouraged by the interest and diplomatic initiatives of important Member States,” Mr. Prendergast said.

Recalling past UN bids to assist Haiti, however, he said, “We all need to recognize that the help we have tried to give has not had the desired effect.”

“The events of February have shown us that Haiti requires a long-term, sustained and broad engagement by the international community,” he added.

At the same time, Mr. Prendergast acknowledged that “there are limitations to what the assistance of the international community can accomplish.” 

“Fundamentally, it is the Haitian people who must chart a path out of the current impasse and Haitians who must learn to conduct their affairs in a fundamentally different way,” he said. “Stability, prosperity and good governance require them to show an ability to compromise and share power.”

* * *

Somalia

25 February – Warning that it will keep close watch on those blocking efforts to resolve the conflict in Somalia, the United Nations Security Council today called on the country’s warring parties to reach a peaceful settlement. 

“The Security Council condemns those who obstruct the peace process and stresses that those who persist on the path of confrontation and conflict will be held accountable,” the Council President for February, Ambassador Wang Guangya of China, said in a presidential statement agreed on by the 15 members. 

The Council urged the Somali parties to build on progress made so far and to “swiftly conclude the Somali National Reconciliation Conference with a durable and inclusive solution to the conflict in Somalia by establishing a viable transitional government,” he said.

The President also voiced the Council’s concern over the continued flow of weapons and ammunition to Somalia, calling on States and entities to cooperate with a Monitoring Group set up to oversee the international arms embargo against the country.

The National Reconciliation Conference is taking place in Kenya under the auspices of the Intergovernmental Authority on Development (IGAD). The statement urged international support for IGAD, as well as for the African Union (AU), which is prepared to send a military observer mission to Somalia.

* * *

Human Rights

25 February – The United Nations General Assembly today approved by acclamation the appointment of Louise Arbour, a Canadian Supreme Court justice and ex-prosecutor for UN war crimes tribunals for the former Yugoslavia and Rwanda, as the new UN High Commissioner for Human Rights.

Ms. Arbour replaces Brazil’s Sergio Vieira de Mello who, along with 21 others, was killed in a terrorist attack on the UN’s Baghdad headquarters last August.

She is expected to start her four-year term in the Geneva-based post after she retires from the Canadian Supreme Court in June.

Ms. Arbour, 57, was the Chief Prosecutor for the International Criminal Tribunals for Rwanda and for the former Yugoslavia (ICTR and ICTY) from October 1996 to September 1999.

The Canadian has been a judge in her home country since December 1987 and served as a senior legal academic before then.

Throughout her career she has published extensively, in French and English, on criminal procedure, human rights, civil liberties and gender issues.

During the Assembly meeting, representatives of Morocco, Malaysia, Bulgaria, Tunisia, Ireland and the Republic of Korea – many speaking on behalf of their region – congratulated Ms. Arbour on her appointment.

* * *

DR of Congo

25 February – Rival factions of the Mayi-Mayi militia have killed at least 30 civilians in several villages and forced others to flee their homes in Katanga province in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), the United Nations mission (MONUC) there said today.

MONUC said it had confirmed that the massacre took place principally in Kitenge earlier this month. One faction, under the command of a man called Shinja Shinja – the name means ‘Throat-slitter’ in Swahili – took hostages, tortured, raped and mutilated victims, and drank their blood.

Shinja Shinja’s men killed eight members of the Armed Forces of the DRC who used to be part of the Congolese Armed Forces (FARDC ex-FAC) on 7 February, causing the FARDC ex-FAC to wreak deadly vengeance on civilians suspected of being allied to the Mayi-Mayi, MONUC said.

MONUC appealed to Shinja Shinja’s faction to release its hostages and called for an end to violence on all sides.

* * *

Morocco

25 February – A six-member United Nations Disaster and Coordination Assessment (UNDAC) team has arrived in Morocco to provide help after an earthquake yesterday killed at least 550 people near the northern port city of Al Hoceima.

The UNDAC experts will support the efforts of the Moroccan Government and the UN’s country team as they respond to the tragedy. It will also help coordinate on-site search and rescue activities.

Meanwhile, the UN’s Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) is arranging for relief goods, including blankets, water and sanitation supplies, to be shipped to the area from the World Food Programme’s (WFP) depot in Brindisi, Italy.

Non-governmental organizations (NGOs), including the Moroccan Red Crescent, have mobilized staff and volunteers and are also providing items such as blankets, tents, clothing and jerry cans. Many European countries have sent search and rescue teams or provided emergency equipment.

OCHA today predicted a possible rise in the death toll from the earthquake, which measured 6.5 on the Richter scale when it struck the Mediterranean Sea, just off the coast from Al Hoceima, about 2.30 a.m. local time yesterday.

* * * 

Polio

25 February – As the United Nations World Health Organization (WHO) today confirmed that a new case of paralytic poliomyelitis has been reported in Côte d’Ivoire, experts are probing whether that incident is linked to outbreaks in other countries stemming from the suspension of immunization campaigns in the Nigerian state of Kano in August.  

Until now, Côte d’Ivoire had not reported any polio cases since July 2000. If the link to recent regional outbreaks is confirmed, Côte d’Ivoire would become the eighth previously polio-free country in west and central Africa to become re-infected due to spreading type 1 poliovirus from northern Nigeria, according to WHO. 

Nigeria was forced to suspend polio immunizations in key northern states because of unfounded rumours that the vaccination was unsafe for girls and young women. The agency is stressing that these concerns are without foundation.

The UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) today issued a strong call on Nigeria to protect its children against the virus. The agency said that denying the vaccine to children in Kano state has created a channel for the disease’s spread.

“It is unforgivable to allow still more children to be paralyzed because of further delay and baseless rumours,” UNICEF chief Carol Bellamy said, calling on the authorities to “immediately re-join the polio eradication effort, which promises to be one of Africa’s greatest success stories in public health.”

“Nigerian leaders must take this opportunity now, or answer to their children,” she added.

A total of 45 cases linked to northern Nigeria have been confirmed in Benin, Burkina Faso, Cameroon, the Central African Republic, Chad, Ghana and Togo.

In response, UN agencies have launched a massive, synchronized polio immunization campaign in 10 countries across west and central Africa, including Côte d’Ivoire. If high coverage is achieved during this campaign, it could limit the consequences and minimize the risk of further spread of the virus, WHO said.

* * *

Central African Republic

25 February – A senior United Nations humanitarian envoy has arrived in the Central African Republic (CAR) for a three-week assessment mission in the war-affected areas of the troubled country.

Ramiro Lopes da Silva, Special Humanitarian Adviser for CAR in the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), will hold talks in the capital, Bangui, with national authorities and staff from humanitarian agencies.

UN spokesman Fred Eckhard said today that Mr. da Silva’s visit is the first high-level UN humanitarian mission since March 2003, when CAR leader Francois Bozizé seized power after a six-month rebellion.

Mr. da Silva will also inspect the areas most affected by the rebellion. Based on his mission, he is expected to make recommendations about what can be done immediately to help the people of CAR.

OCHA has estimated that 20,000 people are internally displaced because of the political-military dispute, and another 42,000 refugees fled to neighbouring Chad to the north, although many have returned.

Mr. Eckhard said only $700,000 has been collected so far for CAR in the most recent UN Consolidated Appeal – a small fraction of the target amount of $17 million.

* * *

ICTY

25 February – The United Nations war crimes tribunal for the former Yugoslavia today reduced the prison sentence of a Bosnian Serb after upholding part of his appeal against convictions for his role in the killings of five Muslim men in June 1992.

Mitar Vasiljevic will now serve 15 years in jail, instead of 20, after the Appeals Chamber of the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) set aside his convictions for murder, persecution and being a co-perpetrator of a joint criminal enterprise.

The ICTY’s Appeals Chamber replaced those convictions with a conviction as an aider and abettor and dismissed the rest of Mr. Vasiljevic’s appeal.

Mr. Vasiljevic was convicted in November 2002, and sentenced a month later, for his part in the deaths of five Muslim men in the Visegrad region of Bosnia and Herzegovina on 7 June 1992.

The Trial Chamber found Mr. Vasiljevic was present when a Serb paramilitary unit led by Milan Lukic forcibly transported seven Muslim men, detained from the nearby village of Musici a month earlier, to the eastern bank of the Drina River, where they were shot. Five men died while two survived by falling into the river and pretending to be dead.

Four of the five judges in the Appeals Chamber found the Trial Chamber had made several factual errors in the case.

* * *

ICTY

25 February – The United Nations war crimes tribunal for the former Yugoslavia confirmed today that prosecutors have closed their case in the trial of Slobodan Miloševic, ex-President of Yugoslavia.

The International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY), sitting in The Hague, the Netherlands, accepted the prosecution’s decision to end its case earlier than originally scheduled.

It also decided to move the start of Mr. Miloševic’s defence case to 8 June to take account of the prosecution’s move and Mr. Miloševic’s ill-health. He will be given 150 days to present his case.

Mr. Miloševic is facing charges of genocide, crimes against humanity and war crimes for events in Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Kosovo during the 1990s.

* * *

ICTR

25 February – The United Nations war crimes tribunal for Rwanda today sentenced a former military commander in the country’s armed forces to 27 years in prison for his role in a massacre during the 1994 Rwandan genocide.

The three judges of the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR), sitting in Arusha, Tanzania, also acquitted a former government minister and a former regional prefect of similar charges in the Cyangugu case, named for the prefecture where the killings took place.

Samuel Imanishimwe was convicted of six charges, including genocide, murder and torture, in connection with the slaughter of mostly Tutsi civilians in the area in April 1994.

The ICTR heard evidence of the killings “of massive numbers” of Tutsi civilians and Hutu political opponents by soldiers, Interahamwe militias and locals at the Gashirabowba football field, and in the Shangi, Mibilizi and Nyamasheke parishes.

The judges acquitted André Ntagerura, a former Minister of Transport and Communications, after concluding prosecutors had not proven his criminal responsibility beyond reasonable doubt. They also found there was no credible evidence Mr. Ntagerura expressed public support for the killings.

The ICTR also acquitted Emmanuel Bagambiki because it could not be proved he had a superior-subordinate relationship with the soldiers or gendarmes who killed Tutsis in Kagano commune. Mr. Bagambiki was also cleared of charges he trained and distributed weapons to Interahamwe militias.

The UN Security Council created the ICTR to hear cases after some 800,000 Tutsis and moderate Hutus were murdered between April and June 1994 in Rwanda.

* * *

Middle East

25 February – The International Court of Justice (ICJ) is starting deliberations on an advisory opinion on the legal consequences of the construction of an Israeli wall in the occupied Palestinian Territory after public hearings in the case concluded today.

The ICJ heard oral submissions from representatives of Palestine, South Africa, Algeria, Saudi Arabia, Bangladesh, Belize, Cuba, Indonesia, Jordan, Madagascar, Malaysia, Senegal, Sudan, the League of Arab States and the Organization of the Islamic Conference during three days of hearings.

The ICJ’s action follows a request from the UN General Assembly in December last year. During an emergency session on Palestine, the Assembly adopted a resolution asking for an urgently rendered opinion on “the legal consequences arising from the construction of the wall being built by Israel, the occupying Power, in the Occupied Palestinian Territory, including in an around East Jerusalem.”

The principal judicial organ of the UN, the ICJ – which sits in The Hague, the Netherlands – was set up to hear disputes between States and to issue non-binding advisory opinions on the legality of certain matters.

* * *

Bird flu

25 February – As officials from nearly two dozen Asia-Pacific countries prepared to gather in Bangkok for an emergency meeting on bird flu, the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) today warned that outbreaks of the highly virulent disease are still occurring and stressed the need for continued control campaigns.

The agency estimates that about 100 million birds have already died or been culled to battle the virus, which has also led to 32 confirmed human cases, 22 of them fatal.

Surveillance and control strategies should be continued, including eliminating all birds in infected production units and strengthening biosecurity measures, FAO said. “The situation in some countries is still unclear and further epidemiological investigations are required to get the virus under control,” the agency added.

Countries affected by the highly pathogenic H5N1 virus are Cambodia, China, Indonesia, Japan, Pakistan, the Republic of Korea, Laos, Thailand and Viet Nam. FAO has sent disease experts to several of these nations to assess the situation and assist them in the battle against the disease.

The findings of these missions will be instrumental in understanding the origin of the epidemic and the factors that lead to such a wide and massive spread of the virus, it said.

The Bangkok meeting, from 26 to 28 February, will bring together officials from the 23 Asia-Pacific countries, international experts, donor and development organizations to discuss control strategies and rehabilitation measures.

* * *

DPRK
25 February – Despite a stop-gap resumption of food aid to the hungriest of the hungry in the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK), 1.5 million people will still go short over the next six weeks and millions more will be deprived in the second half of the year unless additional donations arrive soon, the United Nations emergency feeding agency warned today.

Shortages reached a new unprecedented low at the beginning of February when the World Food Programme (WFP) could only provide enough cereal to feed 85,000 women and children - a tiny fraction of the 6.5 million people considered most at risk. Cereals are the main staple of the food aid ration.

Since WFP launched its latest urgent appeal on 9 February, contributions have been received from Germany, New Zealand, Canada and Norway, and in particular a stop-gap loan this month of 25,000 tonnes of cereals from the DPRK’s own limited strategic stocks – normally used for the public distribution system – has allowed deliveries to be resumed to most of the hungry.

A further donation of 60,000 tons of food from the United States and important contributions from the European Commission and Australia will also provide crucially needed assistance, but deliveries will only start arriving in April and will not last very long.

WFP Executive Director James Morris warned that much more food would be needed this year if the agency is to avoid further cuts in aid to its neediest beneficiaries after a recent round of severe aid shortages greatly aggravated the already severe humanitarian crisis.

“Our ability to borrow commodities to cover this month means that we can now resume cereal distributions to most – but not all – of the 6.5 million children, women and elderly identified as particularly needy,” Masood Hyder, WFP Representative for the DPRK, said. “But it’s critical to remember that this is only a partial and temporary solution, as the loans will have to be repaid as soon as possible from future donor contributions to WFP.”

Even with the agency’s stop-gap borrowings from the DPRK and other sources, 1.5 million of its 4.2 million “core” beneficiaries will still have to make do without cereal rations for the next six weeks. Scheduled shipments will reduce that number to 600,000 in April-May, but without further commitments soon, the number will rise again to 1 million in June and to almost 3 million in August.

“Given the long lead time between food aid donations and deliveries – routinely three to four months – we need pledges now in order to feed the hungriest of the hungry in the latter part of the year as well as to repay loans,” Mr. Hyder said.

* * *

Indigenous Children

25 February – Indigenous children have higher mortality rates and lower rates of school enrolment than other children, making them among the most marginalized people in the world, according to research released today by the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF).

A report prepared by UNICEF’s Innocenti Research Centre in Florence, Italy, found that the rights of indigenous children ​– whether rural or urban – are frequently denied or compromised.

The report noted that, compared to other children, indigenous children have higher mortality rates, lower vaccination rates, lower rates of school enrolment, higher rates of school drop-out and grade repetition, and inadequate protection in formal justice systems.

Indigenous children are more at risk of being used in human trafficking or suffering from sexual or labour exploitation, according to the report. They face cultural discrimination, loss of land and lower self-esteem because of the difficulties of integrating into the dominant culture.

UNICEF estimates there are 300 million indigenous adults and children around the world, with about half living in Asia and the next largest population in Latin America.

UNICEF Executive Director Carol Bellamy called on the world to show more support for indigenous children, saying they had the potential to transform their own communities.

“If we are to achieve goals such as poverty reduction, education for all and an end to the HIV/AIDS epidemic, we must put all children – especially the most vulnerable children such as those in indigenous communities – at the centre of our efforts,” she said.

The UNICEF research said practical initiatives should focus on four areas: health and nutrition, education, protection and support, and participation in decision-making.

* * *

Sierra Leone

25 February – The names of two Sierra Leonean former combatants have been removed from a list of people who are forbidden to enter other countries under a United Nations Security Council resolution.

The two are Colonel Sam Bockarie, also known and Commander Moskita or Maskita of the Revolutionary United Front (RUF) and Corporal Foday Sayabana Sankoh, the former deputy chairman of the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces Revolutionary Council (AFRC) and onetime deputy head of State.

The Sierra Leonean authorities had confirmed that both men are now dead, UN officials said.

The Council resolution said “all States shall prevent the entry into or transit through their territories of leading members of the former military junta and of the Revolutionary United Front.”

* * *

Dental health

25 February – Tooth decay, gum disease and other oral afflictions are prevalent in industrialized countries and increasing in developing nations as global sugar consumption spikes, the United Nations World Health Organization (WHO) says in a new report.

“There is a perception that tooth decay is no longer a problem in the developed world, but it affects 60 to 90 per cent of schoolchildren and the vast majority of adults,” says Dr Catherine Le Gales-Camus, WHO’s Assistant-Director General for Non-Communicable Diseases and Mental Health. Dental caries are also the most prevalent oral disease in several Asian and Latin American countries, she added.

With changing lifestyles, tooth decay is expected to increase in many African countries, especially because the growing consumption of sugars might not be matched by adequate exposure to fluorides, WHO’s World Oral Health Report says.

Globally, most children shows signs of bleeding gums, or gingivitis, while among adults, the initial stages of periodontal disease are prevalent. Severe periodontitis, which may result in teeth becoming loose, is found in 5 to 15 per cent of most populations. In industrialized countries, studies show that smoking is a key risk factor for periodontal disease.

Smoking, using smokeless tobacco, chewing betel and drinking alcohol are all risk factors for oral cancer – the eighth most common form of that disease among men worldwide. In south central Asia, cancer in the mouth ranks among the three most common types.

* * *

UNESCO

25 February – The Cuban journalist and poet Raúl Rivero Castañeda, in jail since last April, was today awarded the annual Guillermo Cano World Press Freedom Prize by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO).

UNESCO Director-General Koïchiro Matsuura said the award was a tribute to Mr. Rivero’s “brave and longstanding commitment to independent reporting, the hallmark of professional journalism.”

Mr. Rivero is serving a 20-year jail sentence after being found guilty of undermining Cuba’s independence or territorial integrity. He and 25 other journalists were given lengthy prison terms in April last year, one month after they were arrested by Cuban authorities as part of a general crackdown on dissidents.

Dr. Matsuura called on Cuba to free Mr. Rivero – who is reported to be suffering circulatory problems in a prison in the country’s east – and the other jailed journalists.

Jamaica’s Oliver Clarke, chairman of an international jury of media professionals, which awarded the 2004 World Press Freedom Prize to Mr. Rivero, said he hoped the honour would encourage Cuba to respect the right of freedom of expression.

UNESCO said today that Mr. Rivero has endured sustained harassment from the government since he left the State-controlled media in 1988. This has included several interrogations, detentions and restrictions on his movements.

Mr. Rivero founded the Cuba Press independent news agency in 1995 and the first independent association of Cuban journalists in 2001. He has also conducted training workshops for other journalists and helped publish the magazine De Cuba.

The $25,000 World Press Freedom Prize, created in 1997, is named in honour of Guillermo Cano, a Colombian journalist who was murdered in 1987 after he denounced the activities of the country’s drug barons.

* * *

UNICEF

25 February – The United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and celebrated Spanish football club Real Madrid today formed a formal partnership to draw attention to children’s issues and improve the observance of children’s rights.

The agreement was established by UNICEF’s executive director, Carol Bellamy, Real Madrid President Florentino Perez and UNICEF Spain’s president, Francisco Gonzalez-Bueno.

“UNICEF is proud of this partnership and looking forward to working together with Real Madrid and UNICEF Spain,” said Ms. Bellamy. “Together we will use the power of sports to make a difference for children and young people around the world.”

In partnership with UNICEF Spain, Real Madrid FC will work to improve the lives of children by harnessing the power of football and the global influence of the team and drawing attention to children’s issues. Coupling one of the most renowned football clubs in the world and the largest international organization working for children will mean a powerful team striving to improve the well-being of young people, the agency said.

* *** *

_________________________________________________________________________________________

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

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

Good afternoon.

**Statement Attributable to the Spokesman for the Secretary-General
We have a slightly different format this morning.  I’ll read a statement attributable to the Spokesman and then we’ll take questions on that matter before we go to the other items of today’s briefing.  Starting then with the statement:

“We have seen today’s media reports alleging that the Secretary-General’s phone conversations were tapped by British intelligence.  We would be disappointed if this were true.
“Such activities would undermine the integrity and confidential nature of diplomatic exchanges.  Those who speak to the Secretary-General are entitled to assume that their exchanges are confidential.
“The Secretary-General, therefore, would want this practice stopped, if indeed it exists.
“The Secretariat routinely takes technical measures to guard against such invasions of privacy, and those efforts will now be intensified”.
I’ll take any questions you have on this matter now.

Questions and Answers

Question:  A question from Rob Moore from British TV ITN.  You say you’re disappointed.  That sounds like mild language.  I think the question many will want to know is:  Is the practice of bugging the Secretary-General regarded here as illegal?

Spokesman:  It is indeed considered illegal.  There are three pieces of international law that are relevant in this case.  The first is the 1946 Convention on the Privileges and Immunities of the United Nations.  That’s the most important of the three from our point of view.  I’ll read you one relevant paragraph from that, article II of that Convention:

“The premises of the United Nations shall be inviolable.  The property and assets of the United Nations, wherever located and by whomsoever held, shall be immune from search, requisition, confiscation, expropriation and any other form of interference -- my emphasis there -- any other form of interference, whether by executive, administrative, judicial or legislative action.”

So, from our point of view it is indeed illegal.  The other relevant items or treaties or conventions are the 1947 agreement between the United Nations and the United States of America which places obligations on the United States in its dealings with the United Nations.  And finally, the 1961 Vienna Convention on Diplomatic Relations, which governs relations among States in their diplomatic relations.
Question:  Fred, what means does the UN have for establishing whether the allegation is true?  And if it does turn out to be true, what recourse does the UN have?  What steps will the UN take in practice?

Spokesman:  We can take certain steps within our power to protect the confidentiality of phone conversations.  We can use secure phones, secure faxes.  As I mentioned at the briefing yesterday in a different context, we routinely check the Secretary-General’s office and other parts of the UN premises for any bugging devices.  I don’t know that anyone has protection against satellite intercepts, but although this 1946 Convention was written more than 50 years ago, clearly it would apply to all forms of interference, including things that weren’t even imagined then, namely, satellite intercepts.

Question:  Sorry Fred, what I meant, Fred, is that if it turns out that the allegation is true, does the UN have a recourse against the party that actually carried out the bugging?

Spokesman:  This statement says that we want this action to stop, if indeed it has been carried out.  It undermines the Secretary-General’s conduct of business with other leaders.  It’s, therefore, not good for the United Nations’ work and it’s illegal under the Convention that I mentioned to you.  I don’t think we can go beyond that.  The United Nations doesn’t have a police force or any other means of enforcing these laws.  But these are conventions signed by Member States.  So, it’s a commitment, it’s an agreement among Member States to honour their commitments.  Colum?

Question:  Fred, has the British Government formally given you any explanation as to what happened?  Have you asked them?  I mean, did they tell you that they deny that they did this?  Have you asked them whether they did it or not, formally?  And also, you say that you generally take measures to try to prevent this sort of thing from happening.  You’ve done it in the past and that you’ve intensified that.  Is that an indication that you sort of do expect that this is a sort of widespread practice or that there is sort of a constant concern that governments are trying to, you know, listen in and are interested in such conversations of the Secretary-General?

Spokesman:  Taking your second question first:  Whether or not this is widespread, we don’t know.  Whether or not this happened, this specific incident happened, we don’t know.  But we will take whatever measures we can to protect the confidentiality of the Secretary-General’s phone conversations, realizing that no system is foolproof.

Question:  And on the British, the question of any contact with the British Government, have they denied this?

Spokesman:  The Secretary-General did speak with the British Ambassador to the United Nations this morning.  He is in London, but they did speak.  I can’t give you the elements of their conversation.  I can’t tell you what they spoke about.

Question:  But you can’t say that the British Government denied that they were engaging in espionage or...?

Spokesman:  No, I can’t tell you anything that took place in that conversation.  Yes, Mark?

Question:  Do you have any plans to speak with Clare Short as the originator of the allegations?

Spokesman:  I am not aware of any intentions to speak to Clare Short.

Question:  What steps will you be taking to try and ascertain if this is true or not?  And have there been any suspicions before that the Secretary-General’s conversations were being listened in?

Spokesman:  I don’t know frankly whether we had any specific indications.  Clearly, we take the steps we do because we realized there is the potential to violate this confidentiality and because we prize this confidentiality.  Yes?

Question:  Fred, just how did you find out about this?

Spokesman:  The media reports this morning.

Question:  Just through the media or did you have any indication prior to that?

Spokesman:  Well, the former Minister of the British Government made a comment to the media saying that this had taken place and that’s what triggered this whole thing.  Joe?

Question:  Fred, can we say concretely that you will be making changes in the way the Secretary-General communicates?  A more secure line?  If you have secure lines –- I know when you speak to peacekeeping missions, will you be using that equipment...?

Spokesman:  I am not going to discuss what measures we’re going to be taking other than what I said, that we’d be increasing our efforts to secure the lines and communications.  Yes, Joe?

Question:  Is there any other in history, are there any other examples that you know, that you can think of, off the top of your head, of the SG being spied on?  The Soviet Union?  The Americans previously?

Spokesman:  I don’t have any historical recollections of precedents.  Yes, sir?

Question:  Sorry, from the Daily Telegraph in London.  Who initiated the conversations this morning with the British Ambassador and the Secretary-General? 

Spokesman:  I believe it was the Secretary-General who called the Ambassador.

Question:  And has there been any offer or attempt by the British Government (inaudible) Tony Blair to have a conversation with the Secretary-General this morning?

Spokesman:  Not that I am aware.  But I believe ...  and I may have gotten it wrong when I said that the Secretary-General initiated the phone call because I believe that the Ambassador in speaking with the Secretary-General said he was calling on behalf of the Prime Minister.  So, let me double-check who initiated that call.  Yes, Philippe?

Question:  Fred, you said that the building and other offices are routinely checked for bugging devices.  Have you ever found anything in any part of the building?

Spokesman:  I am not at liberty to say, I am afraid.  Yes, sir?

Question:  Fred, can the UN sue a Member State over an issue like this?

Spokesman:  I don’t believe so, no.  Yes?

[He later clarified that under Article 104 of the UN Charter, such action is theoretically possible.]

Question:  Fred, the British Prime Minister said that the revelation of this bugging was irresponsible.  I am wondering if, in the SG’s estimation, that’s exactly the opposite?  That, in fact, Clare Short was being responsible in informing the international community of what’s going on?

Spokesman:  I am not going to get into the middle of that domestic dispute.  Colum?

Question:  Yes, on the question of the previous allegations of eavesdropping on the conversations of six members of the Security Council.  Is that in the view of the Secretariat an illegal act as well?  And also, you know, is that something that – well, actually sort of a separate question as well -- are you going to conduct any sort of investigation into either of these claims?

Spokesman:  I think I have already addressed the issue of claims of Member States spying on other Member States outside of the premises of the United Nations.  So, that’s not our purview and we’d have no view on that, except to cite the relevant Convention that I mentioned earlier here that governs relations among nations.  So, there is an international legal basis for one State to complain to another State about such bugging.  And your other question, I am sorry?  Or was it the only one?

Question:  Yeah, yeah, the investigation.  Is there a formal way ... are you conducting a formal investigation into either of these cases to determine whether, you know, basically point out what happened?

Spokesman:  No.  We’re reaffirming the principle that these premises are inviolable under international law and we expect all Member States to respect their commitments under this legal instrument.  David?

Question:  Fred, I don’t know if this is what Colum was intending to ask, but under (interruption).  On the issue of routinely checking the SG’s office, I don’t think you’ll comment.  Has the SG’s office been checked since this revelation?  I know you won’t disclose it, but I will ask you has anything been found?  And beyond that, typically your office would say, in a forum like this, that you won’t comment on media reports.  But in this case you’ve chosen to.  I am wondering to what extent does that reflect the inclination upstairs and throughout the building that these reports are true?

Spokesman:  I am not going to talk about specific things that we do that are security-related.  So, when the last time the Secretary-General’s office was swept, I am just not going to comment on.  As for the...  Okay.  So, I am corrected now.  It’s the UK Permanent Representative who called the Secretary-General, not the other way round, and said he was calling on behalf of the Prime Minister.

As for responding to press reports, I am not aware that we have a blanket policy there.  There are certain circumstances under which we don’t think it’s appropriate to comment on a press report.  But I don’t think that means we can’t comment any time there is something that comes to light through the press.  Yes, Joe?

Question:  Fred, given how close the United States and Britain were together in the lead up to the war, does the Secretary-General intend to speak with Ambassador Negroponte, as well as Sir Jeremy Greenstock, who was Ambassador at the time, at least in the beginning?

Spokesman:  This incident seems only to involve the United Kingdom.  I don’t think the Secretary-General intends to speak to anyone else.  Mark?

Question:  Before these allegations were made through the media today, had you had any private indications that it was possible anyone could have been bugged?  And are you investigating any other offices apart from the Secretary-General or is that the only office that you think might be bugged?  Have there been any suggestions that anybody else’s conversations have been listened in on?

Spokesman:  I think I have already answered that, at least indirectly.  We’re aware that there is the theoretical possibility that there can be eavesdropping.  We take whatever measures we can to preserve or to protect the confidentiality of our phone conversations.  I am not going to comment on whether we’re aware of any specific incidents in the past.  Yes, Philippe?

Question:  Is there any concern or any investigation on people working around Kofi Annan or with Kofi Annan to see whether anybody could have been part of the spying operation, if indeed there was one?

Spokesman:  I am not quite sure what you’re asking.

Question:  You’re talking about bugging devices.  It could be people just reporting what Kofi Annan is saying through conversations.  So, is there also a concern about human intelligence here, about people working with Kofi Annan being part of that?

Spokesman:  No.  I mean, the people that we hire commit themselves to the Organization, the Secretary-General.  They are expressly prohibited from taking any instructions from a Government.  That’s the basic rule of being an international civil servant.  Should we discover that that’s not the case, certainly we would take against it.  But we have no reason to suspect anyone close to the Secretary-General.  Yes, Benny?

Question:  You’ve partially answered or non-answered that already.  But since the Clare Short allegations were talking about bugging in the context of the Iraq war, can you specifically refer to whether there was sweeping in UNMOVIC’s offices, because that would be a proper target in that context?

Spokesman:  We’re not getting into those kinds of details, telling you what offices we sweep and what offices we don’t.  It’s just not the way to do business.  I am sorry I’m not going to answer that.  Yes, sir?

Question:  You were saying it appears to be explicitly a United Kingdom operation.  Is that drawn purely from the remarks that Clare Short made?  Because, from her remarks it actually seems to me more vague.  It just said she’d read the transcripts and (inaudible) necessarily exclude the Americans or do you have additional reasons to believe that it was just the British (inaudible)?

Spokesman:  We’re basing ourselves on the comments by Clare Short today.  Yes?

Question:  Fred, you have talked today in terms about sweeping of offices.  Do you take any counter-measures against bugs on persons when they walk into the Secretary-General’s office?  Because that’s one thing that’s a little bit difficult to protect against.

Spokesman:  I am not going to get into any details like that.  Anyone else?  Joe?

Question:  Fred, I am sorry, it might be, I think, in your answer to Colum you said that you’d not be conducting investigations.  How will you determine if these allegations are true?

Spokesman:  We are not in a position to determine whether this is true or not.  A former minister of a MemberState says this happens.  We’re saying if that is true, we’re disappointed and I gave you the reasons in the statement.  And we would expect every MemberState to respect the legal underpinnings to guard the confidentiality of communications.  That’s all.  We’re throwing down a red flag and saying if this is true, please stop it.  Yes, Tony?

Question:  Fred, is there going to be any effort to see how, if information did leak out by this means, how it might have affected some of the diplomacy that was going on at the time?  In other words, are you going to try and go back and see how something that the SG was trying to do was in some way undermined?

Spokesman:  No.  My statement says that everything he tries to do can be undermined if the people he is speaking to don’t have confidence that what they say to him would be kept confidential.  That’s the threat to his ongoing work in all areas and that’s why we’re saying this must stop, if it in fact took place.

Question:  Fred, I am talking about looking back and looking in a very practical sense.  For example, Ambassador Zinzer, former Ambassador Zinzer, I guess I should say, talked about how an initiative that Mexico was pursuing was undermined because he believed the United States had gotten hold of information from private conversations that were going on in the Mexican Mission.  Is the SG going to ask his people to have a look in initiatives that he was taking that might have been undermined by the fact that what he was discussing was not confidential?

Spokesman:  I am not going into what he is going to do or what he might not do.  Besides, we don’t know what specific communications Clare Short might have been referring to.  So, it would be very hard to do an analysis.  Yes, sir?

Question:  Since Clare Short’s allegations, have any other Members States come forward to the SG about possible bugging?

Spokesman:  Not to my knowledge, no.  Okay.  Serge?

Question:  Fred, are you sure that those conventions that you cited protect the Secretary-General?  Are you sure that those conventions, you know, were made for the protection of the conversations, or...?

Spokesman:  No.  I think the wording that I read out to you from the 1946 Convention clearly applies to the Secretary-General and these premises, generally.

Can I continue with the briefing now?

**Statement Attributable to the Spokesman on Death of Boris Trajkovski
I have second statement attributable to the Spokesman on the death of Boris Trajkovski:

“The Secretary-General learned with deep sadness of the tragic death of the President of the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, Mr. Boris Trajkovski, and members of his delegation in a plane crash today.
“President Trajkovski will be remembered for his crucial role in preserving the unity of his country and laying down the basis for the stability of a multi-ethnic MacedonianState.  A true European, Mr. Trajkovski greatly contributed to the development of regional cooperation and led his country towards membership in the European Union and NATO to ensure prosperity and stability for his people and for the entire region.
“The Secretary-General conveys his heartfelt condolences to the family of President Trajkovski and the families of the members of his delegation, as well as to the people of the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia”.
**Trajkovski
Also today, Security Council President Wang Guangya said that the members of the Council expressed their profound sadness at President Trajkovski’s death, and offered their condolences to his family and the Government and people of his nation.
We also have upstairs a statement from Harri Holkeri, the Secretary-General’s Special Representative for Kosovo, conveying his deep shock and sorrow.
**Security Council - Haiti
The Security Council is currently holding consultations on Haiti, in which Council members are considering a draft presidential statement, which was submitted by the United States.
Council members also have before them a letter from the French Mission, transmitting a declaration by French Foreign Minister Dominique de Villepin that calls for the immediate establishment of an international civilian peacekeeping force and international assistance for preparing presidential elections in Haiti.
This afternoon, starting at 3 o’clock, Council members will hold a formal meeting on Haiti, which was requested yesterday by Jamaica, acting on behalf of the Caribbean Community.  The Secretary-General will attend that meeting.
Yesterday, the Security Council President said in a press statement that Council members deplored the decision by Haiti’s opposition to reject the plan of action presented by the Caribbean Community and the Organization of American States.  They call on Haiti’s Government and opposition to accept and implement the provisions of that plan and call on both sides to respect human rights and cease the use of violence to advance political goals.
**Security Council - Georgia
Earlier today, the Security Council held a formal meeting to hear from the new President of Georgia, Mikhail Saakashvili.
President Saakashvili will also meet with the Secretary-General today, at 2:15 p.m.
**Afghanistan
The UN Mission in Afghanistan confirmed today that, last night, Afghan aid workers were attacked in a village approximately 25 kilometres north of Kabul, with five aid workers killed when unknown assailants fired on them.  The UN Mission called the attack “absolutely unacceptable”.
The Mission, in today’s press briefing in Kabul, also said that more than 1.1 million Afghans have now registered to vote in the eight cities where voter registration is taking place.  About one quarter of the registrants so far are women, with a slight increase recorded in recent days in the numbers of women who are registering.
**Southern Africa
The future of millions of children in six southern African countries is being put in jeopardy by a massive lack of funds and international support for crucial aid projects, according to a warning issued today by eight UN agencies at the launch of the Mid Term Review of the Consolidated Appeal for southern Africa.
To this date the UN has received $324 million, but only $24 million is for non-food activities, which adds up to only 14 per cent of what is needed.

The UN Special Envoy for Humanitarian needs in Southern Africa noted that after millions of children have been saved from starvation, it is tragic that their lives now remain at risk from a lack of clean water, adequate sanitation and proper health care.  We have a full press release upstairs.
**Tribunals
The International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda today ordered the conditional release of two Rwandan suspects, including the former Minister of Transportation and Communications, following their acquittal yesterday on charges that they organized and participated in the 1994 genocide.  We have a press release with more details.
Also yesterday, the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia confirmed that the prosecution had formally closed the case against former President Slobodan Milosevic.  We have press release on that, as well.
**UNDP/Africa/Markets
And finally, the UN Development Programme is calling for greater inclusion of African countries in international financial markets through the continued expansion of credit ratings in the continent.
UNDP hopes that the ratings will help provide better access to financing, which, in turn, will help African countries to tackle a broad range of poverty alleviation issues and provide an incentive to achieve the Millennium Development Goals.  You may recall that the Millennium Development Goals are a set of measured targets for reducing poverty and improving lives that world leaders agreed on at the Millennium Summit in 2000.  We have more details on that in a release, as well.
And that’s all I have for you.  No further questions?  Thank you very much.
* *** *
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