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ENS

UNEP Documents Palestinian Territories' Eco-Crisis 

                      GENEVA, Switzerland, January 24, 2003 (ENS) - A United Nations assessment team has found "alarming" evidence of environmental  degradation in the Palestinian Territories, and has made 136 recommendations  for protecting the environment there. After studying the region at the request                      of the UN Environment Programme's Governing Council, the so-called desk  study team issued an advisory report on Thursday. 

                      The desk study details how population pressures coupled with scarcity of  land, weak environmental infrastructure, inadequate resources for  environmental management, and global trends such as desertification and  climate change, are degrading the region's fragile natural resources. 

                                                      Palestinians approach an Israeli  checkpoint. (Photo courtesy The                                                     Palestinian Centre for Human Rights)

                                                      Keep the environment out of  the conflict, is the team's top               recommendation. The  occupation, policies of  closure and curfew and incursions of the Israeli                                                   military "have had significant  negative environmental  impacts," the team writes. Calling many of its findings "alarming," the assessment team says the environmental degradation needs to be addressed "immediately." But the  absence of even minimal cooperation between the parties is "worsening the                      situation on a daily basis, with impacts not only on the environment but also on human health," the team reports. 

                      Their study identifies critical environmental issues that, despite the current  political difficulties, should be addressed urgently in order to preserve natural  resources and establish a safe environment for future generations, said Klaus  Toepfer, executive director of the UN Environment Programme (UNEP) in his  forward to the team's report. 

                      Toepfer expressed the hope that the study would "contribute to the peace  talks, and that cooperation on environment could serve as a confidence  building tool between the parties." 

                      Over 120 countries and 90 ministers participated in the UNEP Governing Council last February that requested the study, including observers from the Palestinian Authority and the Government of Israel. "The unanimous decision   of the Council was motivated by the alarming reports related to the pollution                      of water, dumping of wastes, loss of natural vegetation and pollution of  coastal waters in the region," Topefer writes. 

                      Cooperation made the UNEP study possible. Last July, Toepfer visited  the  region hosted by the environment ministers of both sides, and met with  Palestinian President Yasser Arafat, and Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon,  both of whom offered their cooperation to support the desk study. 

                      Pekka Haavisto headed the UNEP Palestinian Territories Desk  Study Team (Photo courtesy Nordic Council)

                      The desk study team of eight impartial environmental  experts was formed early last autumn. Chaired by  former Finnish Environment Minister Pekka Haavisto,   the team visited the region between October 1 and 11,   2002. Haavisto heads the UNEP Post Conflict  Assessment Division, and finds that both the conflict  related issues and the long term environmental challenges found in the Palestinian Territories were  also found in all previous post-conflict environmental assessments carried out by UNEP. 

                      Issues related to the conflict include land clearing, obstacles such as curfews and closures to the transport of waste, difficulties in obtaining spare parts for  environmental facilities, and collateral damage to environmental infrastructure caused by military action, the team reports. 

                      Longer term problems include pollution of groundwater resources, lack of  proper waste management, and shortcomings in environmental administration  and legislation. 

                      By sometimes splitting up into five different groups, the team said they were  able to visit many sites - solid waste dumps and wastewater treatment plants,  rangeland rehabilitation projects and sites where there has damage to environmental infrastructure caused by the conflict. 

                      The team stayed in Jerusalem (Al Quds) and in Gaza, and was also able to visit  Bethlehem, the Emek Hefer area, Halhoul, Hebron (Al Khalil) and  surroundings, Jenin, Ramallah, and Tel Aviv. 

                      Heading the UNEP study team's list of improvements that should be made immediately is "intensified participation of the Palestinian Authority not only  in all regional environmental cooperation, but also in all relevant Multinational  Environmental Agreements." 

                      "The international community should do its utmost to give the Palestinian Authority full access to these processes," the team advises, saying that as a  first step all administrative obstacles should be removed, to ensure the successful participation of Palestinians in these meetings. 

                      Waterfall in Nahal David at  Ein Gedi, Israel. The EinGedi reserve, on the eastern  edge of the Judean Desert, is  fed by four springs. (Photo  courtesy Palestinian Facts)

                      The report raises  "serious concerns" over  the degradation of water quality in many areas, as

                      well as the issue of  "unsustainable  overpumping of water  from aquifers." In environmental terms,

                      water quality and water quantity and linked,  they observe.  According to the Oslo II Accord, issues related to water rights will be negotiated in the permanent  status negotiations, and the team stresses that any statements it makes on  water issues, "should not be seen as taking any position on these permanent                      status negotiations." 

                      The Palestinian and Israeli authorities issued a joint declaration in September  2002 in which they pledged to keep the water infrastructure out of the cycle of  violence. Still, the desk study team found "cause for alarm" over the drinking  water quality and the quantity of water used, as well as the contamination of  the aquifers from wastewater, landfills and hazardous waste." 

                      To preserve water and other natural resources for present and future generations, the team recommends an increased level of co-operation between  the parties. "The model of the Israeli-Palestinian Joint Water Committee,  which continued to meet throughout the conflict, should be extended to other                      joint environmental bodies." 

                      But the team's report acknowledges that "many long term environmental solutions cannot become reality without a peace process for the region." 

                      Efforts to coordinate donor funding and information flow in the environment sector should be continued, the team concludes, and underlines the need to "urgently resolve obstacles to implementation of projects already approved." 

                      There are growing emergency humanitarian needs in the Palestinian Territories, the team acknowledges, and recommends that environment  projects" not be neglected," but integrated in                      humanitarian situation." 

                      "Cooperation to prevent freshwater pollution and protect shared water  resources will avoid near irreversible damage," the team advises. "Also,  degrading of the water supply from wells and springs will reduce the amount  of available drinking water available to villages not connected to the water  supply, and will increase dependency on tanked water," and long term sustainable solutions to these problems will become more costly to implement,  the team predicts. 

                      To get cooperation on environmental protection, the team recommends  reactivatation of the Joint Environmental Experts Committee established by  the Oslo agreements, to work as an Israeli-Palestinian expert committee for  acute environmental problems. 

                      "Both Israeli and Palestinian environmental administrations should have their  representatives on the committee. It should identify environmental hot spots  that affect both sides, and recommend and plan realistic remedial actions with  a clear schedule. In the beginning, an independent third party could facilitate  these meetings, if needed," the team advises. 

                      A better exchange of information is "acutely needed," the team observes. "Regular and open exchange of information would enable environmental experts, scientists, authorities and NGOs to seek timely and cost-effective solutions to environmental problems and to make reasonable plans for                      regional environmental management." 

                      Coordinate environmental laws and regulations regionally, the team  recommends. There is a role for the World Bank Group's Global Environment   Facility, it suggests, and this funding agency could "seek ways to continue  supporting the Palestinian Authority in its efforts to improve its preparedness                      to implement international environmental agreements." 

                      The Palestinian Authority needs a scientific and clearly prioritized plan to  work with the most acute environmental problems. This work plan can be developed from the existing National Environment Action Plan, the team says.

                      The dozens of other recommendations include strengthening the capacity of  the Palestinian Water Authority. "The quality of water is rapidly deteriorating,  and proper protection measures have to be implemented as soon as possible,"   the desk study states. 

                      There should be immediate action to repaire and rehabilitate leaking and damaged water supply systems, the team urges. "Water is currently misused,  and leaking networks can also cause dangerous cross-contamination with  wastewaters and wastes, leading to negative hygienic and health effects." 

                      There are only a few wastewater treatment facilities in the Occupied  Palestinian Territories, and due to the conflict and/or inadequate management most of them are not functioning properly, the team reports. "This is an alarming issue since the untreated wastewater is polluting the aquifers and the                      seashore in Gaza." 

                                                          Group of swimmers at Gaza  beach (Photo courtesy Palestina)

                                                          Even with measures in  place to save water, new  sources of freshwater                                                          will be needed, the team  acknowledges. Desalination projects to obtain freshwater from  the sea, drawing on  renewable sources of   energy where possible,  the study recommends. 

                      The construction of wastewater networks and wastewater treatment plants  "must be given the highest priority," the team advises. The possibility of  establishing joint Israeli-Palestinian wastewater treatment plants and  infrastructure should be explored, says the report, and only if this is not  feasible should separate structures be planned and constructed. 

                      On an urgent basis, studies must be conducted on industrial sites that are  potentially generating highly hazardous wastewater effluent, the study warns.

                      The 18 effluent pipes discharging wastewater into coastal waters and onto Gaza beaches "must be closed," the team urges. "A plan to reduce the number  of effluent pipes, as well as to upgrade the effluent to acceptable standards  for reuse or discharge to natural watercourses must be initiated. The current                      discharge into the sea has negative impacts on human health and also threatens seaside recreational and tourism development in Gaza." 

                      There are more urgent problems that must be addressed immediately, the desk study found. The Beit Lahia wastewater treatment plant and its sewage lake is  one of the major environmental “hot spots” urgent remedial action is  required. 

                      The problem is a political one where the parties have shown little willingness  to make compromises in the interests of environmental protection and to  minimize potential risks to human health, the team reports, and recommends  that a mobile wastewater treatment plant should be installed right away to                      treat the effluent from the existing overloaded treatment plant. 

                      All actions to improve the situation depend upon an easing of restrictions on  motorized transport within the region such as curfews, and roadblocks, the  desk study concludes, and on the easing of import restrictions on spare parts  and necessary new and replacement equipment. "Without these measures,                      any upgrading and improvement of the situation will be very difficult." 

                      The desk study will be presented to the Governing Council of UNEP in February.The Governing Council decision also calls for UNEP to follow up the  findings and recommendations of the study and assist the Palestinian   Ministry of Environmental Affairs in its efforts to address its urgent                      environmental needs. _____________________________________________________________________________________

The Palestine Chronicle

Natural Resources in Palestinian Territories Under Constant Pressure, UN Agency Reports 


Saturday, January 25 2003 @ 10:09 AM GMT 
"The study stresses that the Middle East is a 'meeting point' of escalating environmental threats – particularly the case in the Palestinian Occupied Territories .."

GENEVA - Already stretched thin by the demands of a dense population coping with decades of conflict, natural resources in the Palestinian Occupied Territories are under constant pressure from water pollution, climate change, desertification and land degradation, the United Nations Environmental Programme (UNEP) says in a new study. 

PRIVATE












Motivated by persistent and alarming reports of water and land scarcity, waste dumping and loss of natural vegetation in the Middle East, world leaders attending the Seventh Special Session of UNEP’s Governing Council and Global Ministerial Environment Forum last February in Colombia requested the agency to carry out a study aimed at identifying major areas of environmental damage that needed urgent attention. 

The Desk Study on the Environment in the Occupied Palestinian Territories will be one of the top items for environmental ministers at the upcoming twenty-second meeting of UNEP’s Governing Council, set to run from 3 to 7 February in Nairobi. 

Calling on the international community to spare no effort to assist those in need, UNEP Executive Director Klaus Toepfer emphasizes in a foreword to the study that while the agency’s mandate was to asses the environment in the Palestinian Occupied Territories, the recommendations should be seen as an effort to improve environmental conditions in the entire region as well as the territories. 

The study stresses that the Middle East is a “meeting point” of escalating environmental threats – particularly the case in the Palestinian Occupied Territories, where long-term environmental degradation spanning several conflicts has been exacerbated by protracted refugee situations and rapid population growth. “This report must be viewed in the context of the current very grave situation in the whole region,” Toepfer says, adding that, “environmental cooperation can be a tool in the peace process.” 

Toepfer also notes that the Desk Study team of eight environmental experts visited the region between 1 and 11 October 2002, targeting themes most vital to the region’s environment, such as water quality and quantity; solid waste and waste water management; land use; biodiversity; hazardous waste, and environmental administration. 



_________________________________________________________________________________________

Gulf News

                  Palestinian areas face many threats to environment 

                  Abu Dhabi |WAM | 25-01-2003 

                  Print friendly format | Email to Friend 

                  Already stretched thin by the demands of a dense population coping with decades of   conflict, natural resources in the Palestinian occupied territories are under constant   pressure from water pollution, climate change, desertification and land degradation, the  United Nations Environmental Programme (UNEP) says in a new study. 

                  Motivated by persistent and alarming reports of water and land scarcity, waste dumping  and loss of natural vegetation in the Middle East, world leaders attending the seventh  special session of UNEP's governing council and global ministerial environment forum last February in Colombia requested the agency to carry out a study aimed at identifying   major areas of environmental damage that needed urgent attention. 

                  The desk study on the environment in the occupied Palestinian territories will be one of  the top items for environmental ministers at the upcoming 22nd meeting of UNEP's  governing council, set to run from February 3 to 7 in Nairobi.

                  Calling on the international community to spare no effort to assist those in need, UNEP  Executive Director Klaus Toepfer emphasises in a foreword to the study that while the  agency's mandate was to asses the environment in the Palestinian occupied territories,  the recommendations should be seen as an effort to improve environmental conditions   in the entire region as well as the territories. 

                  The study stresses that the Middle East is a "meeting point" of escalating environmental  threats - particularly the case in the Palestinian occupied territories, where long-term  environmental degradation spanning several conflicts has been exacerbated by  protracted refugee situations and rapid population growth. 

                  "This report must be viewed in the context of the current very grave situation in the whole   region," a news report at the UN news service website quoted Toepfer as saying,   adding that, "environmental cooperation can be a tool in the peace process." 

                  Toepfer also notes that the desk study team of eight environmental experts visited the   region between October 1 and 11, 2002, targeting themes most vital to the region's  environment, such as water quality and quantity, solid waste and waste water  management, land use, biodiversity, hazardous waste, and environmental  administration.

 __________________________________________________________________________________________

Agence France Presse 

January 24, 2003 Friday 

Environment in occupied territories in "alarming" state: UN report 

The environment in the West Bank and Gaza is in an "alarming" state, characterised by sewage pollution and

      misuse and waste of water resources, and worsened by the effects of the Israeli crackdown, a report by the

      UN Environment Programme (UNEP) says. 

      "Among other factors, the occupation, the policies of closure and curfew and incursions of the Israeli military

      have had significant negative environmental impacts," according to the study. 

      The findings, it warns, "are alarming, and need to be addressed immediately." The 121-page, which was

      placed on UNEP's website (www.unep.org) on Thursday, says the entire region is suffering from water

      scarcity. 

      Many aquifers are being run down faster than they are replenished by rainfall, and some reserves are being

      tainted by pollution. 

      Between 30 and 40 percent of water leaks away through the decrepit distribution network before it reaches

      consumers in Palestinian areas. 

      The sewerage system is similarly in a dire state. Seven treatment plants in the West Bank and Gaza are all

      old and either function poorly or not at all, leaving only one recently-built plant, which was built at Al-Bireh

      and is sufficient to meet the needs of a population of 50,000, it says. 

      The situation is so bad that the Palestinians have started to pump wastewater onto the fields as a form of

      irrigation, but most of it has not undergone any treatment, which poses "potentially serious risks" to health

      and groundwater supplies. 

      Effluent is similarly discharged into the environment by Israeli settlements, the report says. Israel maintains

      that most of the wastewater from the settlements is treated but has not come up with details to support

      this, it says. 

      The wastage and sewerage problem existed far before September 2000, the start of the second Palestinian

      uprising, but the Israeli army has destroyed millions of dollars in investments aimed at fixing it, the report

      says. 

      "Direct damage to water supply and sewerage infrastructure from actions of the Israeli military in the West

      Bank Governorates between March and May 2002 amounts to about seven million dollars," it said, quoting

      from a group of donors called the Support Group, whose members include the European Commission, the

      World Bank and the UN Development Programme (UNDP). 

      "This figure does not include recently reported substantial damage to local water supply facilities such as

      cisterns, roof tanks and springs." 

      The report warns that conflict-related damage to the environment adds to the region's already well-known

      ecological woes, which include land scarcity, a fast-rising population and the impact of global phenomena

      such as desertification and climate change. 

      Under the Oslo accords, the Israelis and Palestinians set up a Joint Environment Experts Committee, which

      met and cooperated well until the outbreak of the second intifada, it notes. 

      "Most formal environmental cooperation has effectively been suspended since that time, although the Joint

      water Committee continues to meet." 

      UNEP officials went to the occupied territories and Israel from August 15-22, for a preparatory visit, and

      from October 1-11 last year, when the fact-finding mission was carried out. 

      The study was carried out with full cooperation from the Palestinian Authority and the Israeli government,

      said former Finnish Environment Minister Pekka Haavisto, who chaired a panel of eight experts which drew up  the document. 

      It is to be handed to a ministerial-level meeting of UNEP at its headquarters in Nairobi next month. 

 __________________________________________________________________________________________

BBC

Africa 'turns from leaded petrol'
               Cairo is healthier since Egypt went lead-free

               By Alex Kirby 

               BBC News Online environment correspondent 

               In a move which promises significant gains for public   health, most of Africa is expected to change soon to  unleaded petrol. 

               The United Nations Environment Programme (Unep) says the end of leaded fuel in Africa is "in sight". 

               By 2008, it thinks, most of the continent will have made  the move, or be close to doing so. 

               It is working with countries across Africa to hasten the change. 

               Unep says about 90% of global petrol supplies are now  unleaded, with most of the remaining 10% burnt in developing countries. 

               It says Egypt, Libya, Sudan and Mauritius have already phased out leaded fuel.   Another 22 countries either have action plans to  abandon it by 2005-6, or are drawing them up, it says. 

               Setting an example 

               They include South Africa, Nigeria, Ghana, Togo, Kenya, Uganda and Eritrea. 

               This year, Unep says, Morocco, Reunion, Tunisia and  Western Sahara are expected to join them. 

               Unep, which is based in  Nairobi, the Kenyan capital,  is stopping the sale of leaded fuel at the filling

               station at its HQ there. 

               Dr Klaus Toepfer, Unep's  executive director, said: "It   has been known for many  years that lead in petrol is  a serious health risk,    particularly to children. 

               "Studies have demonstrated that children  living near roads and in  urban areas where leaded  petrol is used can suffer brain damage, with symptoms including lower  intelligence scores." 

               Dr Toepfer said that was why leaded petrol had been  phased out across most of the world. 

               Summit thanks 

               He said: "Much of Africa, mainly for technological  reasons, a lack of awareness of the health risks, and

               misconceptions about the impact of unleaded fuels on engines, has lagged behind. 

               "However, partly because  of work aready under way and the new impetus from  the global Partnership for Clean Fuels and Vehicles, the situation is rapidly  changing, and a lead-free Africa is in sight. 

               "This is one of the first  concrete outcomes of the  World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD) held six months  ago in South Africa. 

               "The voluntary initiative, a  so-called Type II project,  was born there with funding   and support from governments, the private sector  including the oil and automobile industries, civil society  and international organizations like Unep." 

               No worries 

               Rob de Jong, Unep's urban environment programme officer, said: "Many people who drive older cars are  convinced they will suffer engine damage if they fill up with unleaded fuel. 

               "But this really is not the case. Only under the extreme conditions of a laboratory test can effects be seen. 

               "In the real world, under normal motoring conditions  prevailing in Africa, unleaded petrol works as well if not  better in most if not all vehicles." 

               The WSSD called for a rapid phasing-out of unleaded  petrol across the world. Many countries are intent on  achieving the goal by 2005. 

    _____________________________________________________________________________________

PANA

 

African countries move away from leaded petrol 

 _  

         Nairobi, Kenya (PANA) -  An international effort to phase out lead petrol is fast gaining currency in African countries, according to research conducted by the Nairobi-based UN Environmental Programme (UNEP).

The research, which will be presented to environment ministers at a key conference slated for 3-7 February in Nairobi, indicates that within five years most African countries will have phased out, or be close to phasing out, lead from petrol.

UNEP survey showed that Egypt, Libya, Mauritius and Sudan are already fully lead-free. Four other countries or territories -- Morocco, Reunion, Tunisia and Western Sahara -- are in line to join the lead-free list this year.

Twenty-two others, including Eritrea, Ghana, Kenya, Nigeria, South Africa, Togo and Uganda have either drawn up action plans to phase out leaded petrol by 2005-6 or are in the process of doing so.

According to Klaus Toepfer, director of UNEP (which banned leaded petrol from all fuel stations within the UN complex in Gigiri Nairobi Thursday), plans are under way to bring the remaining countries on board, many of which are in central Africa.

"It has been known for many years that lead in petrol or gasoline is a serious health risk particularly to children. Studies have demonstrated that children living near roads and in urban areas where leaded petrol is used, can suffer brain damage with symptoms including lower intelligence scores," Toepfer said.

"This is why it has been phased out and banned in Western Europe, North America, parts of the Far East and elsewhere, and why it is being rapidly phased out in many other parts of the world," he said.

Toepfer said much of Africa, mainly for technological reasons, lack of awareness of the health risks and misconceptions about the impact of unleaded fuel on engines, lags behind in the war against lead.

He pointed out nonetheless that "partly because of work already under way and the new impetus from the global Partnership for Clean Fuels and Vehicles, the situation is rapidly changing and a lead-free Africa is in sight."

Around 90 percent of the world's petrol supplies are now unleaded. The leaded ten percent is concentrated in developing countries, especially in Africa.
_________________________________________________________________________________ 

ENS

U.S. Oceans Commission Wrestles With New Policies 

                      By J.R. Pegg 

                      WASHINGTON, DC, January 24, 2003 (ENS) - After a year of deliberations, the 16 Commissioners of the U.S. Commission on Ocean Policy agree that the nation's oceans, coasts and marine resources are in trouble. Pollution, coastal development and intensive fishing have caused severe harm to many U.S.   marine ecosystems and to the economies of many coastal areas. 

                      But consensus on how to reshape U.S. policies to preserve and revitalize the environmental and economic health of the oceans is proving elusive. At today's public meeting, the Commission wrestled with the daunting scope of  its task. Its final report is due in less than six months. 

                      "We have a long way to go," said retired U.S. Navy Admiral James D. Watkins, who is the chair of the Commission. "There is a lot of work still to be  done." 

                                      U.S. Navy Admiral James D. Watkins served as the sixth U.S. Secretary of Energy in the administration of President George  H.W. Bush. (Photo courtesy DOE)

                                      The U.S. Commission on Ocean Policy was created by The Oceans Act of 2000 and formally began its work in  September 2001. After hearing from more than 400 presenters in some 10 cities, the Commission  completed its fact finding phase in October 2002. 

                                      It has a mandate to develop a comprehensive national ocean policy that balances the environmental and  economic issues affecting oceans and coastlines. The Commission's final report will be delivered to the President and to leaders of Congress in June 2003. 

                      First on the list of challenges is to develop a new framework for governance of U.S. ocean policy. 

                      Today, U.S. ocean policy is a haphazard mix of federal, state and local authorities and regulations. More than 60 congressional committees and subcommittees oversee some 20 agencies and permanent commissions with  ocean-related activities, which are governed by more than 140 federal ocean                      related statues. 

                      In the Bahamas, divers from the U.S. National Undersearch Research Program's Caribbean                Marine Research Center prepare to drill into a coral reef to study climate over the past 20,000                    yrs. (Photo courtesy NOAA)  It has been more than 30 years since  U.S. ocean policies were                     comprehensively reviewed. 

                      The Commission's members, who were  appointed by President George W. Bush, are scientists, former and current  government officials, as well as   representatives from commercial shipping and from the offshore oil and gas industry. 

                      Although the Commissioners have  agreed the current system is not  working, they are struggling to agree on how best to change it. 

                      "Commissions of this type are agents for change," said Commissioner William  Ruckelshaus, who is the strategic director of the Madrona Venture Group and  chairman of the board of the World Resources Institute. "But there needs to  be some kind of institutional underpinning to drive the changes we                      recommend." 

                                    William Ruckelshaus in 1973 when he served for four months as acting director of the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI). (Photo   courtesy FBI)

                                    Ruckelshaus, an attorney, became the first administrator of the new U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)  in 1970, and served as its fifth administrator from 1983-5. 

                                    The working group chaired by Ruckelshaus is exploring options for governance of ocean policy. At today's  meeting he outlined a possible scenario that envisions the creation of an executive office of ocean policy such as an assistant to the President for ocean policy. 

                      This official could spearhead a National Ocean Policy Framework, and serve  as chair of a National Ocean Council, which might consist of cabinet  secretaries of ocean agencies and directors of independent ocean agencies.  The concept of a scientific advisory committee that would advise the National               Ocean Council was presented as another element in this framework. 

                      Hammerhead shark off New  Jersey coast, 1982. Cmdr. John Bortniak photographed a hammerhead migration of  hundreds of hammerheads  swimming to northeast. (Photo  courtesy NOAA)

                      Regional Ocean  Councils could then  work with and advise  the National Ocean  Council on policies and activities to regulate and  protect the nation's marine ecosystems and manage its coastal resources. 

                      The overall framework presented by Ruckelshaus was received favorably by  the Commissioners, but several outlined concerns over what role or power the advisory committee would have, as well as how agencies who often compete  for resources and authority could be encouraged to work together. 

                      "If we have too many committees," asked Commissioner and Alaskan banker Edward Rasmuson, "then what are we streamlining?" 

                      In response to concerns over competing agencies, Ruckelshaus replied, "I   don't know how to draft this if people aren't going to act in good faith." 

                      Commissioner Paul Sandifer, the director of the South Carolina Department of  Natural Resources, added that this proposed framework depends entirely on  the support of the President. 

                                      Paul Sandifer (Photo courtesy South Carolina Department of Natural                             Resources)

                                      "It is critical that we have some kind of high level attention from the White House," he said. 

                                      The involvement by the President will be the primary factor in how effective the Commission's final report ultimately is, a fact not lost on its chairman. 

                                      "We have to make a persuasive case to the President that action is needed," added Watkins. 

                      Although charged with providing a path forward for ocean policy at the federal level, the commission is trying to align its recommendations with many of the existing state and local structures that are in place. 

                      "It is absolutely essential to include states and local governments and the people most affected by any changes," Ruckelshaus said. 

                      There does appear to be consensus on the Commission that U.S. ocean policy needs to move toward ecosystem based management, a concept that many environmentalists and conservationists strongly advocate. 

                      Management schemes that focus on specific ecosystems or watersheds areconsidered an improvement over many current U.S. policies that tend to target  very specific threats, such as over fishing of a particular species or oil and gas  exploration. 

                                      Vice Admiral Paul Gaffney (Photo courtesy U.S. Navy)

                                      "Watershed management is critical to sound coastal and ocean management," said Commissioner Paul  Gaffney, a vice admiral with the U.S. Navy. This idea appears to be shared by Gaffney's fellow  Commissioners, but the definition of individual watersheds poses problems, according to  Commissioner Christopher Koch. 

                                      "Every acre of the U.S. is in a watershed," said Koch, the president and CEO of the World Shipping Council,  a trade association for international shipping companies. Precisely what                   watershed management schemes would be measuring is something on which  the Commission has yet to agree. 

                      A vexing issue for the Commission is that it has failed to determine how much the U.S. government currently spends on watershed management, said Sandifer. Without this baseline, it is difficult to estimate the cost of its own    proposal, something it has been tasked to provide in the final report. The             working group called for a best practices center to be established as a conduit  for sharing local watershed management practices that have worked. 

                      "This is an excellent idea," Ruckelshaus said. "We need to highlight the   effectiveness of these local successes." 

                      The economic role of shipping poses unique challenges for the Commission.   More than 95 percent of the cargo moving into and out of the United States is  by ship and estimates are that the total volume of this cargo could double by  2020. 

                      The Commission could call on the U.S. Department of Transportation to  develop a research and development program in order to form a long term marine transportation plan, which could be integrated into watershed and  coastal zone management programs. 

                      International shipping poses health and marine species concerns as well. The  transport of ballast water is seen as a transport method for invasive species  and infectious disease. Cruise ship waste and ballast water are currently exempt from many provisions of the Clean Water Act. 

                      North Pacific storm waves  (Photo courtesy NOAA)

                      The Commission  discussed the   recommendation that the  federal government establish a program that  coordinates research  and assessment of the links between ocean   health and human

                      health. The

                      Commissioners seem to agree that the two are interlinked, but the scope of such a program, as well as where in the government it might reside, could not   be determined. 

                      Marine mammals and fish are often injured or killed by international shipping  vessels, another issue discussed today. The Commission's report, said Commissioner Andrew Rosenburg, dean of the College of Life Sciences and   Agriculture at the University of New Hamsphire, "must emphasize solutions                      to reduce bycatch." 

                      U.S. ocean policy must continue to evolve, several Commissioners agreed, and a key part of this evolution is the investment in linked research and operational earth observation programs. Improved integration among research  efforts will add to the body of knowledge about the oceans. It is estimated                      that some 95 percent of the oceans are unexplored. 

                      "The case has to be made for investment in oceans policy," Watkins said. "We have a major research strategy problem." 

                      The issues discussed today are only a section of the overall set the Commission is exploring, Watkins said. It is set to meet again in early April to complete its exchanges with its working groups. It will then push forward with  a draft of the final report. 

                      Conservation groups following the proceedings remain cautiously optimistic, despite concerns over some of the draft language. 

                      "We appreciate what we believe to be the intent of the draft proposals," said  Eric Rardin, outreach coordinator for the Marine Conservation Program at the  National Environmental Trust. 

                      Lee Crockett, executive director of the Marine Fish Conservation Network,  said his organization is pleased with many of the recommendations that have been discussed in the Commission's public meetings. 

                      "But we'll have to see what is in the final report," he said. 

____________________________________________________________________________________

ENS 

Invasive Algae Smothering Florida Coral Reefs 

                      By Cat Lazaroff 

                      PALM BEACH, Florida, January 24, 2003 (ENS) - An invasive, coral smothering seaweed has spread like a green tide across the reefs along the south Florida coast. Recent reports from divers and fishers show that the  seaweed has become so thick on reefs in Florida's Palm Beach County, about                      an hour north of Miami, that it is forcing lobsters and fish away. 

                      The species, a type of macroalgae, has also now been spotted as far north as Ft. Pierce, Florida, about 60 miles away. 

                      Caulerpa brachypus is a nonnative  macroalgae that has invaded  Florida's coral reefs. (All photos

                      courtesy Harbor Branch Oceanographic Institution, Inc.)

                      "It can smother just about everything down there," said Dr. Brian Lapointe, a marine               ecologist at the Harbor  Branch Oceanographic  Institution. 

                      Lapointe said the threat posed  by the seaweed, called  Caulerpa brachypus, is even more alarming than that of other troublesome species he has studied in the area because it is an invasive                    normally found in the Pacific, but, until a year ago, nowhere in Florida. The species may have been released from a saltwater aquarium or from a ship's  ballast water. 

                      Because it is not native to Florida waters, Caulerpa brachypus has no natural  predators, a problem compounded by the fact that the species is very hardy,  and can spread rapidly if the nutrients it needs are available. 

                      "It can really undergo explosive growth," Lapointe said. 

                      Based on past research, Lapointe believes that the spread of this and other  macroalgae species, in Florida and at many troubled reefs around the globe, is driven by nutrients from land based pollution. In South Florida, one of several  key sources of such pollution is hundreds of millions of gallons of nutrient                      rich treated sewage pumped offshore each day. 

                      Caulerpa brachypus's explosive growth devastates coral reefs. Besides smothering and killing the coral itself, it blankets the food on which many fish  rely, forcing them and their predators away from a reef. The weed can also fill  in the ledges and crannies that attract lobster. 

                      Despite this destructive capacity and the potential for serious economic  impact, there is no scientific information available about how fast the species is spreading or even how much area it already covers in Florida. 

                                                      A research diver examines an infestation of Caulerpa brachypus.

                                                      When Lapointe and hiscolleagues discovered  Caulerpa brachypus Florida

                                                      waters about a year ago, it  had already covered acres of  reef. 

                                                      Florida's 2002 budget, as approved by the state  legislature, had included                                                    about half a million dollars for Lapointe's team to study the  macroalgae problem, but this                    funding was later eliminated by a line item veto. So Caulerpa brachypus's spread has not yet been studied in any detail. 

                      But Lapointe has now received a grant through the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency's national Ecology and Oceanography of Harmful Algal Blooms (ECOHAB) initiative that will allow his studies to move forward. 

                      Over the next two years, Lapointe and his colleagues plan to complete a comprehensive study of the factors controlling the spread of Caulerpa brachypus and two other problematic seaweed, or macroalgae, species. The  work will help predict the amount of damage Florida should expect from                    macroalgae in coming years, and may provide information about how best to control or prevent its spread. 

                      Lapointe predicts that the spread of macroalgae on Florida reefs, sometimes  referred to as a "green tide," will have devastating ecological and economic  impacts unless controlled. 

                      His team will conduct quarterly surveys of the sites known to be colonized by    the seaweed, along with laboratory experiments aimed at determining how seasonal changes in light, temperature, and nutrient availability control the growth and spread of harmful macroalgae. The researchers will study whether algae growth is seasonal or year round, a key factor in determining how fast it  spreads. 

                      To test his hypothesis that nutrients from pollution are fueling macroalgae blooms in the area, Lapointe and his colleagues also compare how well each species grows when nitrogen from sewage is available, versus how it  responds to nitrogen as it occurs naturally in seawater. They will also analyze                      the chemical signature of macroalgae samples for evidence of which type of  nitrogen is driving growth. 

                      The team will measure the way the macroalgae species reflect light to establish a method for measuring the extent of macroalgae spread in Florida and around the globe using remote sensing from satellites or airplanes. 

                      The seaweed is so pervasive in some areas that it has been called a green tide.

                      Lapointe believes that harmful  macroalgae blooms are going   to continue to spread north                 and south from Palm Beach County, devastating South  Florida reefs, unless the flowof hundreds of millions of  gallons of insufficiently  treated sewage from offshore outfalls, septic seepage and                      deep injection wells is stemmed. 

                      "At some point the state is going to have to sit back and look at this situation and make some tough choices about how to safely discharge sewage around its coral reefs," said Lapointe. 

                      He added that it is critical that leaders take the threat from the Caulerpa   brachypus seriously, citing other regions that have faced similar problems. In  the Mediterranean, for instance, government officials failed to act when  Caulerpa brachypus's cousin, Caulerpa taxifolia, was first found there. 

                      Thousands upon thousands of acres of reef have now been destroyed and billions of dollars worth of damage done. 

                      Caulerpa taxifolia was also discovered off the coast of California in 2000, and the state has launched a massive effort to prevent the spread of the toxic_ algae

___________________________________________________________________________________                                

AP

 Japan sees surge in active volcanoes
TOKYO, Japan (AP) --Japanese volcano experts have added 22 mountains to the nation's

list of dangerous volcanoes that have erupted over the past 10,000 years, bringing the

number of active volcanoes to 108.

The increase reflected the Japan Meteorological Agency's recent revision in its definition

of active volcanoes from those that have erupted in the past 2,000 years to those that

have erupted in the past 10,000 years.

The revision is in accordance with a global standard used by the Smithsonian Institute of

the United States, the agency said.

The new additions include Mount Yotei on Japan's northernmost island of Hokkaido,

Mikura Island in the Pacific Ocean south of Tokyo and Mount Yufudake near a hot spring

resort on the southern island of Kyushu.

All of the 22 added volcanoes belong to the lowest of a three-rank eruption risk scale, the

agency said.

Thirteen volcanoes, including Mount Asama about 150 kilometers (93 miles) west of

Tokyo, are in the riskiest group.

Ring of Fire

Meteorological experts last year warned of Mount Asama's possible eruption after

detecting temperature increases inside the crater and smoke pouring from the

mountaintop.

The volcano last rumbled to life in 1990. In 1947, 11 mountaineers were killed there when

they were struck by molten rocks.

A volcano on Miyake Island, which erupted in 2000 and destroyed 500 homes and forced

its population of 4,000 to be evacuated to Tokyo, was also ranked among the riskiest.

Japan's famous Mount Fuji, along with 35 others, were listed as active volcanoes with

moderate risk of eruption.

Japan lies in the "Ring of Fire" -- a series of volcanoes and fault lines stretching from the

Western Hemisphere through Southeast Asia.

___________________________________________________________________________________

REUTERS

Australia firefighters brace for new outbreak
  SYDNEY - Thick smoke enveloped some towns and fire bans were expected to disrupt national holiday celebrations as scorching

  temperatures in Australia threatened to bring a new outbreak of bushfires on the weekend. 

  Temperatures soared past 40 degrees Celsius (104 degrees Fahrenheit) in some areas and residents woke to thick smoke in Albury and

  Wodonga, twin cities straddling the New South Wales-Victoria state border, but no fires directly threatened the towns at 2:30 p.m. (0330

  GMT). 

  However, on the southern island state of Tasmania, three fires burning north of the capital, Hobart, had merged overnight into one that

  was now posing a danger to outlying districts north of the city of 125,000 people, officials said. 

  "It's been a very hot day, and winds of 40 km an hour (24 mph) could pick up from the northwest," said Ken Byrnes, spokesman for the

  Tasmanian Fire Service. "That would endanger the northern suburbs." 

  Byrnes said 800 firefighters were fighting the fire that had consumed 12,000 hectares (30,000 acres) of forest since the three original blazes

  broke out Tuesday along a 30 km (18-mile) front some 20 km (12 miles) north of Hobart. 

  Northeastern parts of Victoria state and southern New South Wales appeared to be in the most danger of new fires sweeping through pine

  forests. 

  INDOOR OPEN TENNIS 

  Sixty-two fires still burned in unpopulated regions across New South Wales, while volunteers backburned areas near settlements, clearing

  land of anything flammable to create containment lines. Others hosed down dry bushland. 

  "It's a case of monitoring for the moment," Jane O'Brien, a spokeswoman for the Australian Federal Police, told Reuters. 

  She said containment lines were in place around the national capital of Canberra, "though winds could pick up tomorrow and change

  things". 

  A week ago, bushfires roared into Canberra, 300 km (180 miles) southwest of Sydney, killing four people and destroying 530 homes. 

  National media reported fires to the northwest of Canberra could breach containment lines in windy conditions. Fires were also reported in

  Adelaide and southeast Queensland. 

  In Melbourne, the mercury hit 42 degrees Celsius (108 degrees Fahrenheit), causing the women's final of the Australian Open tennis - a

  showdown between sisters Venus and Serena Williams - to be played under a closed roof. This is the first time in the tournament's history

  the entire final will be played indoors. 

  Australians are beginning a three-day holiday weekend to mark their national day and some celebrations such as the traditional barbecues

  may have to be scuttled due to fire bans. 

  "All this makes for a weekend of conditions that can only be described as very grave," New South Wales Premier Bob Carr told ABC

  Radio. 

  Fireworks over Sydney's harbour for the Australia Day holiday on Monday - the 215th anniversary of the arrival of the first English

  convict expedition in Sydney - were cancelled. Carr told reporters that setting off fireworks at a time when thousands were fighting blazes

  inland would be "inappropriate". 

___________________________________________________________________________________
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Topical News Issues

INTERVIEW - Lifeline thrown to endangered sea turtles
BANGKOK - More than 20 Asian and African countries have agreed to step up efforts to save sea turtles from egg poachers, suffocating fishing nets and tourist encroachment, a United Nations environmental expert said.

Representatives of 40 Indian Ocean and Pacific rim countries gathered in Bangkok this week to discuss the deal, in the knowledge that the leatherback and hawksbill turtles could disappear from the region within a decade. 
…"That level of mortality is just not sustainable. You're looking at a total decimation of the population in a matter of decades," said Douglas Hykle, a senior official of the U.N.'s Convention of Migratory Species, which brokered the agreement. 
Most countries are expected to sign by next week. 
Hykle told Reuters signatories of the deal had committed themselves to conservation programmes aimed at preventing human abuse of turtles and their habitats.
http://www.planetark.org/dailynewsstory.cfm/newsid/19577/story.htm 

Urban poverty
The Independent – Bangladesh, January 25, 2003 - The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) launched two separate State of Environment (SOE) reports in Colombo dealing with positive changes aiming for the achievement of sustainable development within the South Asian region.
http://independent-bangladesh.com/news/jan/25/25012003ed.htm#A3 

Lifeline for Asian and African Sea Turtles: First meeting of new multilateral environment agreement 
Asia Tribune, January 25, Bangkok - Marine turtles in South East Asia and the Indian Ocean stand to benefit from a new international agreement designed to ensure their long-term survival.
In Bangkok on 22nd January, the first meeting of the Signatory States to the Memorandum of Understanding on the Conservation and Management of Marine Turtles and their Habitats of the Indian Ocean and South-East Asia began, attended by representatives and observers from 20 countries from around the region.
….The need to better coordinate conservation efforts has led governments to sign up to the new environmental agreement developed under the auspices of the Convention on Migratory Species -- an international treaty linked to the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP).
UNEP Executive Director Klaus Toepfer described the meeting as historic. "Countries of the region are now committed to work together to ensure the future of one of the most charismatic inhabitants of our marine environment."
http://www.asiantribune.com/show_news.php?id=2136 

Pollution prompts health warnings
The Canberra Times (By KATHARYN BRINE), Monday, 27 January 2003 - High-level smoke haze and blistering heat forced many Canberra residents to stay indoors yesterday. 
The air pollution index reached a high of 55 units, the UV rating was extremely high and temperatures soared to 34C by 11am. It reached a maximum 38.6C at 5.20pm.
http://canberra.yourguide.com.au/detail.asp?class=news&subclass=local&category=general%20news&story_id=205547&y=2003&m=1 

UNKNOWING FARMERS POISONING CAMBODIA'S FARMLANDS, ECO-SYSTEMS|
ENN, January 24, 2002 -  Pesticides that are highly hazardous and often banned in their countries of origin are being smuggled into Cambodia and given to poor, unsuspecting farmers.  Activists say multinational corporations and smaller operators have made Cambodia a dumping ground for dangerous pest killers, a charge denied by at least one leading manufacturer. (AP)
http://enn.com/news/wire-stories/2003/01/01242003/ap_49410.asp 

___________________________________________________________________________________
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The Killing of Iraq's Ancient Marsh Culture, NY Times, 26/1:  Pictorial essay on the plight of Iraq’s Marsh Arabs, which the UN has described as one of the world's greatest environmental disasters.  (See http://www.nytimes.com/2003/01/26/weekinreview/26BURN.html?ex=1044597807&ei=1&en=cdcb371fc3f96803, for text only (no pictures); and see http://www.hrw.org/backgrounder/mena/marsharabs1.pdf for a new Human Rights Watch brief on the same subject.)

Oil Teams Recall Kuwait and Fear Iraq May Be Worse, NY Times, 24/1:  Employees of American companies that specialize in extinguishing fires from oil wells are also readying themselves for war in Iraq. During the 1991 Gulf War, Iraqi troops blew up 700 oil wells in Kuwait, sending the country into a nine-month environmental nightmare the aftereffects of which are still being felt.  (See http://www.nytimes.com/2003/01/24/business/24OIL.html?pagewanted=1)

Saudis Worry as They Waste Their Scarce Water, NY Times, 26/1:  Saudi Arabia may sit atop the world's largest oil reserves, but the other side of the geological coin is that the country also sits atop one of the world's smallest reserves of water. It does not have a single lake or river. Its only renewable water source is in shallow aquifers, which are replenished by brief, infrequent rainfalls. Wells dug deeper than 1,300 feet draw from ancient reserves trapped in layers of porous rock where the water is no more renewable than the country's oil. Yet, like oil-short America with its gas-guzzlers, Saudi Arabia wastes plenty of its scarcest resource.  (See http://www.nytimes.com/2003/01/26/international/middleeast/26SAUD.html?ex=1044597625&ei=1&en=8474435bf83ead07)

Brazilian Minister Protects Her Forests, AP/Washington Post, 25/1:  Profile of Marina Silva, the new Brazilian Environment Minister.  (See http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/articles/A42272-2003Jan25.html)

An International Right to Know, NY Times Editorial, 25/1:  The 1984 Bhopal disaster led the US Congress to pass a law requiring companies to disclose chemical emissions, but the law only applies domestically. Dangerous pollutants are just one aspect of corporate behavior that can be hidden abroad. Companies should have to make public information about overseas activities that would be prohibited or subject to disclosure laws at home.  (See http://www.nytimes.com/2003/01/25/opinion/25SAT4.html?ex=1044596458&ei=1&en=b8c0943ae8e050fb)

Old notions polarize environmental debate, UPI commentary, 25/1:  Over the last several decades, environmental policymaking in the United States has evolved into a battle between corporate America and environmentalists, leaving little room for reasoned and objective action, according to think tank analysts who follow the issue.  (See  http://www.upi.com/view.cfm?StoryID=20030124-112305-3467r)
New Agenda for Nature in Congress, Los Angeles Times, 25/1:  Environmentalists say the Republicans' leadership choices will aid business and end the party's tradition of conservation.  The new Congressional leaders are among a group of pro-business conservatives with reputations for attacking environmental laws who now control committees charged with managing public lands and regulating pollution. They will be central figures in advancing President Bush's agenda, which includes opening the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge for oil and gas exploration and allowing more logging in national forests.  (See http://www.latimes.com/news/science/la-na-chairmen25jan25001440,0,2709949.story?coll=la%2Dnews%2Dscience)

Scientists Question Bush Panel Appointments, Reuters, 24/1:  A growing number of scientists say President Bush's administration is distorting the scientific advisory process by appointing conservative ideologues to panels that are supposed to be impartial. They fear the appointments are politically motivated and meant to delay decision-making affecting controversial areas such as the environment, abortion and workplace safety.  (See http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/articles/A39496-2003Jan24.html)







******
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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 Hua Jiang, Deputy Spokesman for the

     Secretary-General, and Richard Sydenham, Spokesman for the General Assembly President.

           Deputy Spokesman

           Good Afternoon.

           **Secretary-General in Paris

           At noon today in Paris, the Secretary-General conferred with his Special Representative for West Africa,

     Ahmedou Ould-Abdallah.  After that, he travelled to Elysee Palace, where he met with French President Jacques

     Chirac, who was accompanied by the Foreign Minister Dominique de Villepin.  They reviewed progress that had been

     made to date on the Côte d’Ivoire talks taking place in Paris under the auspices of the French Government and plans

     for the Summit Meeting on Côte d’Ivoire, which will take place tomorrow and Sunday.

           The Secretary-General then met privately with President Chirac and the Foreign Minister de Villepin.

           **Côte d’Ivoire

           Carolyn McAskie, the Secretary-General’s Humanitarian Envoy dealing with Côte d’Ivoire, met yesterday in

     that country with representatives of the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS), to discuss the

     economic and humanitarian effects the crisis is having on their countries.

           Some 140,000 nationals of those West African States have been forced to flee the country, and many have

     lost their jobs as the Ivoirian economy falters.  McAskie noted, “Even if a political agreement for Côte d’Ivoire is

     reached in the short run, the humanitarian crisis will require long-term attention”.

           She also met yesterday with humanitarian donors in Abidjan to underscore the importance of the situation,

     saying, “With war looming in Iraq, the world may lose sight of the fact that this conflict could destabilize the whole of

     West Africa”.  We have more details in a press release upstairs.

           **Security Council

           The Security Council is scheduled to meet shortly, at 12:30 today, for a brief formal meeting, in which it will

     vote on a resolution requesting a new six-month mandate for the Panel of Experts on the Illegal Exploitation of Natural

     Resources and Other Forms of Wealth in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC).  In that mandate, according to

     the draft resolution, the Panel would, among other things, make recommendations on measures that could be taken to

     ensure that the DRC’s resources are legally extracted, on a fair commercial basis to benefit the Congolese people.

           **Security Council -- Monday

           Just to let you know about Monday, the Security Council is set to start with an open meeting at 10:30 a.m. to

     hear from both the Executive Chairman of UNMOVIC, Hans Blix, and then the Director-General of the IAEA, Mohamed

     ElBaradei, who will provide the 60-day update on the inspection process so far.  The remarks of both Blix and

     ElBaradei will be made available to the press, but not on an embargoed basis.  No Member State will take the floor

     during the open meeting.

           Following the two presentations, the Council will move into closed consultations on Iraq.  The

     Secretary-General will be present at the open meeting, but he is not expected to speak.  He will also attend the closed

     consultations.

           On the logistical side, the Media Liaison office issued a note to correspondents yesterday laying the details of

     access to Security Council stakeout area.  As you know, that will be limited to about 220 journalists for safety

     reasons.  An overflow room for visiting press will be set up in Conference Room 1, so they can view the proceedings on

     closed-circuit TV.

           There are also 100 seats reserved for press to gain access to the public gallery of the Security Council. 

     Those tickets can be picked up from the Media Liaison office on Monday morning.  In addition to the Security Council,

     another stakeout area will be set up in the Secretariat lobby.

           United Nations TV will be providing feeds of the Council’s open meeting, as well as the Council and Secretariat

     lobby stakeouts.

           **Cyprus

           This morning in Athens, the Secretary-General’s Special Advisor on Cyprus, Alvaro de Soto, met with the

     Greek Prime Minister, Costas Simitis.  He later met with the Russian Foreign Minister, Igor Ivanov, who was on a visit

     to the Greek capital.

           De Soto returned to the island in the afternoon, where he hosted another meeting between the Turkish Cypriot

     leader, Rauf Denktash, and the Greek Cypriot leader, Glafcos Clerides. 

           **Morris in Southern Africa

           James Morris, the Secretary-General’s Special Envoy for Humanitarian Needs in Southern Africa, left Lesotho

     yesterday, ending the first leg of a five-nation, one-week tour.  He warned that while international aid has helped to

     prevent tragedy in the country in the last six months, food shortages continue to affect a population already weakened

     by HIV/AIDS.

           “I have been moved by the struggle that the people of this country, especially women, face every day to survive

     and support their families,” he said, after meeting some of the hardest hit families in highland villages.  Morris left

     Lesotho yesterday for Zimbabwe.  He goes to Malawi tomorrow, Zambia on Sunday and South Africa on Tuesday.  We

     have a press release with more information.

           **ILO

           The International Labour Organization (ILO), in a new report, argues that two years of economic slowdown

     have pushed the number of unemployed to new heights worldwide, with the number of unemployed around the world

     growing by 20 million, to a new total of 180 million, since the year 2000.

           Women and youth have been particularly hard hit, while by the end of last year the number of working poor --

     workers living on less than one dollar a day -- rose to 550 million, the first time it had been that high since 1998.  Latin

     America and the Caribbean were hardest hit, with recorded joblessness rising nearly 10 per cent.

           ILO Director-General Juan Somavia warned, “While tens of millions of people join the ranks of the unemployed

     or the working poor, uncertain prospects for a global economic recovery make a reversal of this trend unlikely in 2003”. 

     We have a press release upstairs with more details.

           **Bangladesh

           Two special rapporteurs of the Commission on Human Rights -– Asma Jahangir, who deals with executions,

     and Theo Van Boven, who deals with torture -– expressed serious concern about a proposal in Bangladesh to have an

     ordinance that would exempt soldiers from investigation for actions committed during a crackdown on crime that took

     place in that country since last October.

           Several people are reported to have been tortured or killed during the crackdown, called “Operation Clean

     Heart”.  The two United Nations experts called on Bangladesh’s Government to ensure that all allegations of torture

     and death in custody are promptly, independently and thoroughly investigated.

           **Rwanda

           Earlier this morning, Bishop Samuel Musabyimana died after a long illness in Moshi, Tanzania, becoming the

     first accused suspect to die while in the detention of the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda.  The Bishop had

     been charged with genocide and crimes against humanity by the Tribunal, and had pleaded “not guilty” to all charges

     in his initial appearance before the court in 2001.  The Tribunal offers its condolences to his family.

           **Cyclone in Fiji

           The Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs has said that the Government of Fiji yesterday appealed

     for international assistance in the wake of tropical cyclone Ami which hit the islands on 14 January.  Parts of the

     second largest island, Vanua Levu, are still without electricity and much of the infrastructure has been damaged.  The

     immediate assistance needed for affected communities includes shelter, water supply and food.  Over the long-term,

     the Government has identified the rehabilitation of rural housing, schools, health centres and infrastructures as a

     national priority.  We have a press release with more information.

           **UNHCR

           The Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) reported that nearly 500

     indigenous people from Panama fled to that country’s Central Darian region this week after their villages were attacked

     by Colombian paramilitaries, following an attack last weekend in which four indigenous community leaders were

     reportedly killed.  The attack signals the growing impact of the Colombian conflict on Panama and other neighbouring

     countries.  We have more details in a press release upstairs.

           **Budget

           Three more member States have paid their 2003 regular budget contributions in full.  Cape Verde and Saint

     Vincent and the Grenadines made payments of more than $13,000 each, and Singapore more than $5 million.  We

     now have 28 fully paid up Member States.

           **The Week Ahead at the United Nations

           And we have the “Week Ahead” available in the office upstairs.

           Any questions before we move on?  Yes, please?

           Questions and Answers

           Question:  Dr. Blix will be speaking before Dr. ElBaradei?

           Deputy Spokesman:  I don’t know the order of who will speak first yet.  But, both of them will be speaking on

     Monday.

           Question:  Do you know when you will know?

           Deputy Spokesman:  We can check that after the briefing.  Yes, please.

           Question:  You indicated that the Secretary-General will not make a statement at the public meeting of the

     Security Council on Monday.  Could you explain the reasons why?

           Deputy Spokesman:  Well, as you know, it’s very much Council business and the Secretary-General will be

     present to hear what Dr. Blix and Mr. ElBaradei will report to the Council.  And he has been in touch with both of them

     -– has been having meetings with both of them.  But on Monday, on that particular day, he will just be there to listen to

     their reports.

           Question:  On Monday, are we going to have a meeting with the people who are coming from Baghdad?  Is

     there any press conference on Monday after the meeting?

           Deputy Spokesman:  No press conferences have been planned.  But you can try to talk to them at the

     stakeout, if you get the ticket in time.

           Question:  Can you be more specific on the… will there be a document handed out to the press after the

     meeting, or are you likely to make it?

           Deputy Spokesman:  As soon as their speeches or their talking points are made, we will make them available

     to the press.  But, not before they speak.  Yes, please.

           Question:  Did the Secretary-General speak about the Iraq issue to President Chirac?

           Deputy Spokesman:  Sorry?

           Question:  Did the Secretary-General speak to President Chirac about the Iraq issue?

           Deputy Spokesman:  Well, as I have said, they held a formal meeting on the Côte d’Ivoire talks.  And after that

     meeting the Secretary-General met again with the President and the Foreign Minister of France in a private meeting. 

     Whether they talked about Iraq in that meeting, I don’t know.

           Spokesman for the General Assembly President

           Good afternoon.  As this is my first briefing of the New Year, a very happy New Year to all.

           Just a few words on the General Assembly meetings for next week.

           Next Monday, President Kavan will hold an organizational meeting of the ad hoc working group on integrated

     follow up to the major United Nations conferences and summits in the economic and social fields.  This meeting will be

     in the Trusteeship Council at 3 p.m. next Monday afternoon.  On Wednesday, 29 January, the open-ended working

     group on the question of equitable representation on and increased membership in the Security Council and other

     matters related to the Security Council will hold a brief organizational meeting in the General Assembly at 10 a.m. to

     announce the appointment of two vice chairs and adopt their programme of work.

           Immediately following this meeting, at 10:15 on Wednesday, the General Assembly plenary will elect 11

     judges to the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda from a list of 23 nominations forwarded from the Security

     Council.  The present judges terms of office ends on 24 May 2003 and the term of office is for four years.

           Questions and Answers

           Question:  (Directed at Deputy Spokesman for the Secretary-General, Hua Jiang) I have a question.  I’m sorry

     I missed the last presentation.  I’m trying to find out what the thinking was to decide to release the texts from Mr. Blix

     and Mr. ElBaradei after their remarks were made?  What would be the point of not doing it at the time, for instance, of

     their making them, or even before?

           Deputy Spokesman:  Well, I can certainly relay your question to Blix’s office and see what reply they come up

     with.

           Question:  Was it Mr. Blix who made the decision to wait until after he spoke to release the texts?

           Deputy Spokesman:  It will be their decision at what time the texts will be made available.

           Question:  You said the decision had already been made.

           Deputy Spokesman:  Well, we can certainly talk to the man and see what kind of reason was behind it.

           Question:  Because in the past the Security Council members have been given copies of the speaker notes, I

     believe, before they spoke or certainly at the same time they spoke.  And so have many, members of the media also. 

     I think the last

     time this might not have been the case.  But, at the time that speeches were made, obviously to help the press

     provide accurate reports of what’s being said, it’s always nice to have those things at the time we use them, rather

     than after the speeches have been made.

           Deputy Spokesman:  To give you some inside information, he’s still working on the report.  And he will be

     working on the report over the weekend.

           Question:  I understand when he walks into the room he will have completed texts at the beginning for

     members of the Council, and it’s just a point.  It’s obviously very helpful to us, as well as to the members of the

     Council, to be able to follow on, if we have the texts.

           Deputy Spokesman:  Okay, I can certainly relay your request to his office.

           Question:  It’s just that to hang on to a whole mountain of them until after, for an arbitrary reason, it seems… 

     I’m done now.

           Deputy Spokesman:  Have a nice weekend.

· *** *____________________________________________________________________________________
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Annan meets with French officials ahead of summit on Côte d’Ivoire

*
DR of Congo: UN panel on illegal exploitation of resources gets new mandate

*
UN envoy for Cyprus in talks with Greek Prime Minister

*
Record 180 million unemployed worldwide, UN labour agency reports

*
Forecast in southern Africa bleak as AIDS, food shortages converges – UN envoy

*
Panamanians flee Colombian paramilitary attack, UN refugee agency says


*
UN experts concerned new law in Bangladesh may compromise detainees’ rights

*
Rwandan bishop war crimes suspect dies of illness while in detention – UN tribunal

*
Fiji Government appeals for assistance to rebuild after cyclone – UN

*
UN serves as forum for multilateral approaches to global ills, Fréchette says

*
Information technology meeting at UN aims to bridge digital divide in Caribbean

*
UN health agency welcomes move by companies to licence some HIV/AIDS drugs

* * * *

Côte d’Ivoire

24 January – With United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan in Paris ahead of high-level talks this weekend on the situation in Côte d’Ivoire, his top envoy met with officials from West African nations to discuss the economic and humanitarian effects the crisis is having on their countries. 

The Secretary-General met first with Ahmedou Ould-Abdallah, his Special Representative for West Africa. Afterwards, he travelled to Elysee for talks with French President Jacques Chirac, who was accompanied by Foreign Minister Dominique de Villepin. They reviewed the progress made so far on the Côte d’Ivoire talks already taking place under the auspices of the French Government and then turned to plans for the summit meeting tomorrow and Sunday.

Meanwhile on the ground, Carolyn McAskie, the Secretary-General’s Humanitarian Envoy dealing with Cote d’Ivoire, met yesterday with representatives of the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) to discuss the economic and humanitarian effects the crisis on the region. According to the UN Office for Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, some 140,000 nationals of those countries have been forced to flee the Côte d’Ivoire, and many are losing their jobs as the Ivoirian economy falters.

“It is clear that the crisis is affecting the entire region of the Communaute Financiere Africaine, especially economies in neighbouring countries,” Ms. McAskie said, referring to the blow the ongoing unrest has dealt to Guinea, Mali and Burkina Faso. “Not only have trade routes been cut, but also the money being sent home from nationals working here has seen a drastic reduction.”  She stressed that even if a political agreement is reached in the short run, “the humanitarian crisis will require long-term attention.”

 Ms. McAskie also met yesterday with humanitarian donors in Abidjan to underscore the importance of the situation, saying, “With war looming in Iraq, the world may lose sight of the fact that this conflict could destabilize the whole of West Africa.” She also met with first lady Simone Gbagbo to discuss the social pressure the crisis has placed on internally displaced persons and the families hosting them.

* * *

DR of Congo

24 January – The United Nations Security Council today unanimously decided to ask for a new six-month mandate for a panel of experts investigating the illegal exploitation of natural resources and other forms of wealth in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC).
In adopting resolution 1457, the Council asked the panel to recommend measures that could be taken to ensure that the DRC’s resources are legally extracted, on a fair commercial basis to benefit the Congolese people.

The panel was also asked to review and analyze previous information in order to verify, reinforce and update its findings, and/or clear parties named in its previous reports, with a view to adjusting the lists of those involved in illegal activities.

The panel should also include information about steps taken by governments in response to its previous recommendations, including information on how capacity building and reforms in the region are affecting exploitation activities.

In the panel’s last report, released in October 2002, the experts said that a ban on the export of raw materials originating from the DRC would be counterproductive, and recommended that punitive measures be taken to curb the illegal exploitation of the country’s natural resources by criminal organizations and persons.

The experts also suggested that financial restrictions be placed on 29 companies based in the DRC, Belgium, Rwanda, Uganda, Zimbabwe and South Africa, and that a travel ban and financial restrictions be imposed on 54 persons, including senior officials in the DRC, Zimbabwe and other countries in the region.

* * *

Cyprus

24 January – United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s Special Adviser on Cyprus, Alvaro de Soto, met today in Athens with Greek Prime Minister Costas Simitis.

Afterwards, Mr. de Soto met with Foreign Minister Igor Ivanov of the Russian Federation, who was on a visit to the Greek capital, according to a UN spokesperson.

Later Friday, Mr. de Soto returned to the island, where he hosted another meeting between the Turkish Cypriot leader, Rauf Denktash, and the Greek Cypriot leader, Glafcos Clerides.
* * *

Unemployment

24 January – Two years of economic slowdown has pushed the number of people without jobs to a record 180 million worldwide, with little prospect of any improvement in the global employment situation this year, according to a new report issued today by the United Nations International Labour Organization (ILO).

“The world employment situation is deteriorating dramatically,” ILO Director-General Juan Somavia said. “While tens of millions of people join the ranks of the unemployed or the working poor, uncertain prospects for a global economic recovery make a reversal of this trend unlikely in 2003.”

In the new study, “Global Employment Trends,” the ILO estimates that since 2000 the number of unemployed worldwide grew by 20 million. The weakness of labour markets has also reversed recent reductions in “working poverty” achieved in the late 1990s.

Particularly hard-hit have been women and youth, who often have jobs that are especially vulnerable to economic shocks, the report says. Unemployed workers pushed into informal jobs in search of work faced even more uncertainty due to the sector’s near total lack of unemployment or social security coverage.

“This deteriorating world employment picture and the prospect of a weak or delayed recovery is very disturbing,” Mr. Somavia said. “A continuation of these trends will dramatically increase the number of unemployed and working poor. A full-scale global recession could have grave consequences for the social and political stability of large parts of the world.”

* * *

Southern Africa

24 January – The United Nations top humanitarian envoy for southern Africa has warned that while international aid has helped to prevent a tragedy in Lesotho over the last six months, food shortages continue to affect a population already weakened by HIV/AIDS.

As James Morris, the Secretary-General’s Special Envoy for Humanitarian Needs in Southern Africa left Lesotho yesterday, he said that with the deadly combination of widespread food shortages and the fourth highest HIV/AIDS prevalence rates in the world, it is increasingly likely that the people of that country will continue to depend on international assistance for many months to come. 

The monumental gravity of the two crises converging in southern Africa prompted Stephen Lewis, the Secretary-General’s Special Envoy for HIV/AIDS in Africa to join Mr. Morris’s mission. In a joint statement at the end of the first leg of the five-nation, one-week tour, the envoys said the forecast is bleak, especially with many farmers predicting yet another year of drought and reduced crops. 

 “I have been moved by the struggle that the people of this country, especially women, face every day to survive and support their families,” Mr. Morris said after meeting some of the hardest hit families in highland villages.  He added that there was a great battle ahead in the fight against food insecurity with the prospect of another poor harvest added to the high levels of HIV/AIDS.

Mr. Morris left Lesotho yesterday for Zimbabwe.  He goes to Malawi tomorrow, Zambia on Sunday and South Africa on Tuesday.  

* * *

Panama/Colombia

24 January – The United Nations refugee agency today said that hundreds of indigenous people from Panama displaced by a brutal attack along the border by insurgents from Colombia have slowly begun to return to their homes.

A spokesman for the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) said that some 472 Kuna indigenous people, including 324 children, fled in search of protection to Boca de Cupe in the central Darien region of Panama this week after their villages were attacked by Colombian paramilitaries. “The displaced people reportedly began returning to their villages yesterday afternoon with the assistance of the police and military forces,” Kris Janowski said.

“The attack signals the growing impact of the Colombian conflict on Panama and other countries neighbouring Colombia,” Mr. Janowski added. In a letter to the Panamanian Government, UNHCR expressed its concern at these events and its solidarity with the affected population. According to reports from UNHCR’s partners in the area, four indigenous community leaders were reportedly killed during the attack last weekend and three foreign journalists were kidnapped.

The villages attacked are located in what is considered one of the world’s most inaccessible regions along the Paya and Pucuro Rivers, a few kilometres from the Colombian border. Mr. Janowski said that a UNHCR partner, Vicariato del Darien, is in Boca de Cupe helping coordinate the emergency relief efforts, together with the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and the Panamanian Red Cross. UNHCR has also made its stock of basic emergency assistance kits available, and is contributing to improve the water system. The agency plans to dispatch an assessment mission to the area shortly.

According to UNHCR, Panama hosts 1,515 registered refugees and persons – the majority Colombian citizens – under a special humanitarian protection status, many of them in the Darien region.

* * *

Bangladesh

24 January – Two United Nations human rights experts today called on the Government of Bangladesh to ensure that its recent efforts to crack down on crime do not forfeit the crucial rights of detainees or obstruct humanitarian enquiries into allegations of ill-treatment. 

Asma Jahangir, Special Rapporteur on extrajudicial, summary or arbitrary executions, and Theo van Boven, Special Rapporteur on torture, said they are concerned that if the “Joint Drive Indemnity Ordinance 2003” is approved by Parliament on Sunday, soldiers will not be investigated or brought to justice for the deaths in custody and the alleged torture of detainees as part of a recent crackdown on crime in the country.


In a communiqué sent to the Government yesterday, the experts called on the Government to ensure that all allegations of torture and death in custody are promptly, independently and thoroughly investigated by a body capable of prosecuting perpetrators in accordance with relevant international standards.

Several people are reported to have been tortured or killed during the crackdown -- known as “Operation Clean Heart” – which began last October in response to growing domestic and international concern about increasing lawlessness in Bangladesh. 

The ordinance, issued by the President on 9 January, gives immunity from prosecution to armed forces and government officials for their involvement in “any casualty, damage to life and property, violation of rights, physical or mental damage” between 16 October 2002 and 9 January 2003. 

* * *

Rwanda

24 January – A former Rwandan bishop charged with genocide died today after a long illness, the first suspect to pass away while in the custody of the United Nations war crimes tribunal for Rwanda.

Samuel Musabyimana, former Anglican Bishop of the Diocese of Shyogwe, died at the Kilimanjaro Christian Medical Centre in Moshi, Tanzania, according to the Registrar of the UN International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR).

Bishop Musabyimana, 46, was arrested in Nairobi on 26 April 2001 and eventually pleaded not guilty to four counts of genocide, conspiracy to commit genocide and extermination as a crime against humanity.

* * *

Fiji: Cyclone

24 January – The Government of Fiji has appealed for international assistance to help tackle the destruction left in the wake of tropical Cyclone Ami, according to the United Nations Office for Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA).  

The deadly cyclone, which hit the island nation on 14 January, has left many villages flooded or without electricity, and caused untold damage to infrastructure, including roads, bridges and telecommunications, OCHA reports.  The confirmed death toll is 19, and two people are still missing.

Parts of the second-largest island, Vanua Levu, are still without electricity and much of the infrastructure has been damaged, OCHA says.  The flooding rendered the water supply and sanitation in Labasa Town inoperable. Villages in the path of the cyclone in eastern Vanua Levu sustained damage, mainly due to high winds and flying debris. Subsistence agriculture was affected, as was the cane growing sector, seriously reducing the potential of the June sugar crop harvest.  This will severely impact all those who depend on Fiji’s main cash crop. 

The immediate assistance needed for affected communities includes shelter, water supply and food.  Over the long-term, the government has identified the rehabilitation of rural housing, schools, health centres and infrastructures as a national priority, OCHA says.

* * *

Model UN

24 January – Given all the current problems facing the world today, the logic of the United Nations system is to serve as a forum through which multilateral approaches can be initiated, developed and brought to fruition, Deputy Secretary-General Louise Fréchette said in a message delivered at McGill University in Montreal.

“In the last ten years or so, the world has been learning how to better address the challenges we face,” Ms. Fréchette said in a keynote address Thursday evening to the Model United Nations Assembly.

“Nations working together can make a difference,” she added. “Nations upholding the rule of law can advance the cause of a fairer world. Nations that solve one problem together develop trust – in each other, and in multilateral institutions and frameworks – that can, in turn, solve others.”

The Deputy Secretary-General encouraged the participants to not let their interest in important issues fade once the Assembly concludes. “All too often, we have seen world conferences end with great fanfare around agreement on a plan of action, only to find, months later, little actual follow-up taking place,” she said. “Nowhere has this tendency been felt more painfully than in Africa. Short attention spans are the enemy of everything the United Nations is trying to do.”

Ms. Fréchette also stressed the need for sacrifice, or acceptance of certain constraints, on personal actions in the battle to defeat such worldwide problems as global warming and poverty. “Your generation can and must improve on what mine has done,” she said. “Let that work start today.”

* * *

HIV/AIDS

24 January – The United Nations World Health Organization (WHO) today welcomed new initiatives by some companies to license their patents for certain HIV/AIDS drugs to generic manufacturers, resulting in increased competition, reduced prices, and greater access by poorer people to needed medicines.

Candidate products for voluntary licensing include those with established safety, efficacy and public health relevance for priority health problems, WHO said in statement, which noted that such products should be those included in international and national treatment guidelines, and products with the potential for low-cost production. Licensing arrangements should also ensure that regulatory authorities have access to quality assurance standards for the product.

Last year, WHO and more than 50 partner organizations launched the International HIV Treatment Access Coalition, which aims to provide access to antiretroviral (ARV) medicines for at least half of the six million people with HIV/AIDS in low- and middle-income countries who need them by 2005.

“Achieving this ambitious goal depends on continued decreases in the prices of ARVs, as well as adequate international and national financing and effective delivery systems,” WHO stressed.
* * *

Digital divide

24 January – Preparing for the imminent launch of a digital network for the Caribbean, a key United Nations task force on technology and development opened a meeting today aimed at jump-starting efforts to create partnerships for information and communication technology initiatives.

The UN Information and Communication (ICT) Task Force meeting on “Bridging the Digital Divide for the Caribbean” brings together officials from Caribbean Governments and the private sector. The event is being held prior to the launch of a programme through which Caribbean expatriates working in North America will seek to mentor and underwrite ICT initiatives in their home region.

The Digital Diaspora Network for the Caribbean seeks to bring together qualified members of the Caribbean Diaspora – high-tech professionals, entrepreneurs and business leaders – into a network with their counterparts in the Caribbean. Thousands of Internet nodes and digital activities are taking shape in the region, but usually lack the capital, expertise and networking ability to stabilize and grow. The Network seeks to mobilize expatriate leaders and entrepreneurs to underwrite and mentor these developments.

The initiative is modelled on the successful Digital Diaspora Network for Africa, launched in July 2002 by the ICT Task Force, in collaboration with the UN Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM), UN Fund for International Partners (UNFIP), the Digital Partners Institute of Seattle and Gruppo CERFE in Italy.

* *** *
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