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Toxic Shock

BYLINE: Cassie Mccullagh Reports

BODY:
If we believe everything we read, our houses are toxic environments filled with deadly chemicals and invisible poisons. Or are they? Baffled by science, how does the average person determine what's dangerous and what's not? CASSIE McCULLAGH reports.

ANYONE who keeps abreast of science stories in the media knows that the domestic dwelling has become one of the most terrifying war zones of modern times.

It seems everything from falling sperm counts to rising cancer levels can be blamed on familiar household items. Once benign objects have been turned into agents of death and disease and the home is no longer the safe haven we once thought. 

Television current affairs shows have made "science scare stories" part of their staple diet, coming up with weekly horror stories about potential risks in everyday life. And newspapers are constantly reporting new findings that seem to contradict only recently published research.

When the information about scientific research is bamboozling, and often conflicting, how is the average citizen expected to sift through it for the facts? How do we know when we've been taken in by an urban myth - or worse, by dodgy, agenda-driven research? And how much of what's in our homes should we really be afraid of?

Some of the things we have been told about toxins in our homes are deeply disturbing. It seems just about everything - from furnishings, carpet and paint, to the products we use to clean them - has been implicated as part of a deadly chemical cocktail causing allergies, cancers and infertility.

Adding to our old enemies asbestos, lead and dust mites, we now must worry about POPs (persistent organic pollutants) and VOCs (volatile organic compounds) and a plethora of other contaminants with complex names.

According to the United Nations Environment Program, POPs are "chemical substances that persist in the environment, bioaccumulate through the food web, and pose a risk of causing adverse effects on human health and the environment".

Building up in the food we eat, POPs enter our bodies - and persist. Common examples are pesticides, industrial chemicals (including those used in computers and other household goods), and waste by-products produced when materials are incinerated.

They are of such concern that in 2001 the Stockholm Convention on POPs adopted a global treaty to reduce their release into the environment.

VOCs are chemicals that contain carbon and emanate from a wide range of items such as paints and varnishes, adhesives, synthetic fabrics, cleaning agents, scents and sprays; the worst exposure comes from products relating to household decorating and cleaning, and pest control.

VOCs are thought to cause conditions such as conjunctival irritation, nose and throat discomfort, headache, allergic skin reactions, nausea, fatigue and dizziness.

In 2000, the CSIRO, Australia's governmental scientific research organisation, released estimates that indoor air pollutants cost in excess of $10billion a year in illness and lost productivity.

The report showed that people moving into new houses were at particular risk. With air toxins at their highest during construction, occupants of new Australian homes may be exposed to up to 20 times the maximum allowable limits. Children and the immune-compromised are the worst affected.

Dr Stephen Brown, the author of the study and principal research scientist in the CSIRO's thermal and fluids engineering department, says that many VOCs are found in "wet" materials such as paints, adhesives and sealants, as well as material that has been wet during the manufacturing process, such as carpet, medium-density fibreboard and particle board.

Most VOCS cease to be a problem after three to 12 months when their emissions drop to negligible levels, he says. However, some, such as formaldehyde which is commonly found in furniture, are believed to emit noxious gas continuously throughout the life span of the product.

Mark O'Donnell, professional officer in the University of Wollongong's Earth and Environmental Science department, says that while many of the problems of domestic air quality still remain a mystery, enough is known for governments to take action.

"It's time to move from research to management," he says, adding that some improvements have been implemented, but many more basic measures could be introduced to reduce risks.

"We've certainly improved over time in some ways; for example, plastic paints are certainly better than oil-based paints. But at the same time, as we're improving with some products, we're closing up our houses."

O'Donnell says that in striving for draught-free and secure housing we may be increasing our exposure to toxic air.

"Our grandparents had it right - fresh air and opening the windows and putting on a jumper makes a lot of sense."

But how do we know who to believe?

Earlier this month the UK's The Guardian newspaper reported on a study at the University of Reading in the UK, linking chemicals called parabens in underarm deodorants with a possible breast-cancer risk.

Apparently, traces of parabens - preservatives thought to mimic oestrogens - were discovered in human tumour samples.

The study's author raised the prospect that the increased popularity of this form of toiletry might account for the dramatic rise in breast cancer statistics.

Other experts pointed out that breast cancer has many causes.

A week earlier, UK scientists revealed that men's sperm counts had fallen by almost a third since 1989. Exposure to hormone-disrupting chemicals, including parabens, is thought to have played a large part. Again this was disputed.

It's hardly surprising that increasing awareness (if not hysteria) is generating a sizeable "anti-chemical" industry thriving on the public's hunger for information.

Books, web sites and even consultancies are appearing with increasing regularity. Just this month Australian author Alison Haynes released The Ultimate Guide to Decluttering, Detoxing and Destressing Your Home (Murdoch Books), which includes chapters on VOCs and traditional solutions to household cleaning.

The Total Environment Centre, a Sydney-based, non-government environmental advocacy body, has a large section of its web site devoted to frequently asked questions about chemicals and their effects.

In December last year, SBS Television aired Everyday Toxins, a David Suzuki documentary highlighting how little is known about the "dangers that are literally right under our noses".

Dr Sharon Beder, Professor of Science, Technology and Society at the University of Wollongong, says it's easy to get overwhelmed by information, and that sometimes this is the intention of corporations with vested interests.

Dr Beder is the author of numerous books on corporate spin on environmental issues and believes that "scare stories" can leave people with the feeling that "it's all too much and there's nothing you can do about it because it's all-pervasive.

"That's one of the problems with looking at this as a consumer issue, rather than as a political issue," she says.

"It's very difficult for consumers, and unless you're going to do a PhD thesis on each chemical, who's got the time to research every aspect?

"It's bad enough just reading the labels. And then there are things that are already in your home that you don't have labels for.

"It shouldn't be left up to consumers to decide what's safe and what's not. It should be a political decision where governments regulate adequately. I think that's where government is failing us at the moment."

Dr Beder uses the example of the common practice of treating timber with arsenic-based solutions, which she has studied in detail.

She says that despite early indications of the dangers, the proposal for a ban was only made this year. When she first began investigating, the relevant authority had not even recognised that concerns existed. She believes this is due to pressure from giant manufacturing groups.

"It's certainly the case with treated timber that the preservative industry was very active in terms of lobbying and I think probably influenced the government authority not to examine treated timber earlier."

Contradictory research results can be subterfuge by sophisticated industry forces, she adds.

"The problem is that different studies come to different results and partly that's because of industry funding.

"As soon as a result comes out saying some product or material is unsafe, then those who have vested interest in that product or material get together and spend on studies that seek to show an alternative finding. As far as they're concerned they don't have to prove that something's safe. They just have to prove that there's confusion, or some doubt about it, and people throw up their hands and say 'I give up, I don't know'."

Dr Brown agrees more could be done but says consumers need to get educated and start making demands of manufacturers.

There are low-emission alternatives to many products, he says, and manufacturers are moving towards reducing harmful chemicals in their products.

He suggests that perhaps Australia needs to consider introducing a stringent product labelling scheme, plus additions to building codes.

Dr Brown says adopting a precautionary principle of minimisation is probably the most practical measure, as funding exhaustive research would be financially impossible.

Dr Beder puts the responsibility on to governments which, she says, are in a better position to judge the quality of research than individuals.

"They can tell when a study's been funded by industry for the purposes of whitewashing. Secondly, if the government wasn't so keen to cut back funding to universities and make them dependent on industry funding, we'd have a much better pool of independent research."

In terms of what action concerned consumers can take to protect themselves, Dr Beder says rather than any particular chemical, it's the "load" of chemicals in the home that is a worry.

"I think it's more practical to minimise chemicals and use traditional remedies where possible rather than try to identify and avoid particular chemicals ... As for screening everything that comes into the home, I don't think it's feasible for the average consumer.

"Rather, they should spend their time demanding that government do something about it."

For more information, check the National Environmental Health Strategy online at www.nphp.gov.au/enhealth
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U.S. Newswire
January 26, 2004 Monday 3:33 PM

European Union Contributes 1 Million Euros to Eliminate Stockpiles of Obsolete Pesticides in Africa

DATELINE: WASHINGTON, Jan. 26

BODY:
The Africa Stockpiles Programme (ASP) today announced that the European Union has contributed 1 million euros to the recently established Multi- Donor Trust Fund, becoming the first ASP partner to deliver on its pledge to help launch the program.

The ASP is an unprecedented partnership between industry, governments, private foundations, civil society, and international organizations, who have agreed to pool resources and expertise in a collaborative, comprehensive effort to rid Africa of polluting stockpiles of obsolete pesticides. Industry, participating countries, civil society, and multilateral funds will finance $250 million clean-up of dangerous pesticide stockpiles throughout Africa over the next 10-15 years. 

An estimated 50,000 tons of obsolete pesticides, as well as tens of thousands of tons of contaminated soil and associated wastes, have accumulated in stockpiles throughout the African continent.

"The European Union is proud to support this worthy program in its efforts to dispose of obsolete pesticides in Africa," said Francisco De Angelis, director at the European Commission's EuropeAid Cooperation Office. "Environment is one of the pillars of sustainable development, and is a guiding principle of our development cooperation policy. We hope that with this program, African countries will rid themselves of this deplorable threat. They will also strengthen their capacities and set up mechanisms for a sound management of chemicals in the future, in conformity with Multilateral Environment Agreements such as the Stockholm Convention on persistent organic pollutants. This will be positive for the environment both locally and globally."

Reacting to the announcement, Ian Johnson, World Bank vice president for sustainable development, underlined that "The World Bank is dedicated to the clean-up across the continent, and very much appreciates the European Union's commitment."

According to Johnson "The ASP is precisely the sort of local initiative with global impact the World Bank envisioned when we recently articulated the principles of our Environment Strategy particularly by channeling funds to developing countries to help them meet the costs of global environment challenges. We are hoping the ASP will become the model for how all stakeholders can come together to cooperate on a major initiative to the benefit of, not just poor people in Africa, but to the global environmental advantage of everyone."

The objective of the ASP is to clear all obsolete pesticide stocks from Africa in an environmentally sound manner, and to put in place measures to prevent their recurrence. An initial $48 million committed by the partnership will be used to prepare programs and to clean up six African countries (Ethiopia, Mali, Morocco, South Africa, Tanzania, and Tunisia), as well as prepare nine more for clean up. Major initial financial contributors include the Global Environment Facility (GEF), CropLife International, and the governments of Belgium, Japan, Canada, France, Finland, Norway, Sweden, and Switzerland.

ASP partners include:

The African Development Bank, the African Union, the Basel Convention Secretariat, Canada, CropLife International, the European Union, the Food & Agricultural Organization (FAO), the Ford Foundation, the French Republic, Japan, the Kingdom of Belgium, the Kingdom of Norway, the Kingdom of Sweden, the New Partnership for Africa's Development (NEPAD), the Pesticides Action Network-Africa (PAN-Africa), the Pesticides Action Network-UK (PAN-UK), the Swiss Confederation, the United Nations Economic Commission for Africa (UNECA), the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), the United Nations Industrial Development Organization (UNIDO), the World Bank, and WWF.
http://www.usnewswire.com 
 
Serbia Info

26 January 2004

UNEP's regional workshop opened in Belgrade
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Belgrade, Jan 26, 2004 - Serbian Minister of Natural Resources and Environmental Protection Andjelka Mihajlov opened in Belgrade today a South East European Regional Workshop on Compliance with and Enforcement of Multilateral Environmental Agreements, organised by the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), the Regional Environmental Centre for Central and Eastern Europe and the Serbian Ministry.

The Workshop aims to improve the enforcement and respect of international multilateral agreements, as one of the main instruments of the environmental policy. The exchange of different opinions and experiences at the workshop should encourage further enhancement of all relevant environmental entities and strengthening of cooperation in the field of environment.

Minister Mihajlov said in an introductory speech that Serbia plans to launch the initiative for the ratification of several key international multilateral agreements soon. She voiced hope that the workshop will assist further creation and achievement of goals of both the regional and global environmental policy. 

The workshop is attended by representatives from Bulgaria, Macedonia, Croatia, Slovenia, Romania, Albania and Serbia-Montenegro. The workshop is chaired by UNEP's Division of Environmental Policy Implementation representative Amy Hindman. UNEP's Regional Office of Europe representative John Carstersen held a lecture at the meeting. 
SciDev.com

West Africa research boosted
26/01/2004 20:55  - (SA)   
	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	


Katie Mantell 

London - The first comprehensive study of biodiversity in West Africa's "biosphere reserves" is about to be launched under new US$6m multinational initiative. 

The ambitious four-year project will focus on compiling a detailed scientific inventory of the plants and animals in diverse terrestrial and coastal ecosystems that are protected in six West African nations. 

The initiative, which was unveiled at a meeting of West African environment ministers in Paris on Monday, will also attempt to identify new ways for local communities to benefit from their natural heritage. 

This will be achieved, planners hope, through a series of scientific and institutional mechanisms to monitor and manage natural resources and the impact of human activities over the long term. 

Local communities will also take part in 'alternative' economic activities, such as eco-tourism. 

The initiative is being coordinated by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (Unesco) and the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), in conjunction with national authorities and local non-governmental organisations. 

The focus of activities will be on biosphere reserves in Benin, Burkina Faso, Cote d'Ivoire, Mali, Niger and Senegal. - SciDev.Net 

SwissInfo

Orangutans in rehab to beat extinction

25.01.2004 - 12:15
By Patrick Chalmers

SEPILOK, Malaysia (Reuters) - In great ape terms, nine-month-old orangutan orphan CT could consider herself lucky.

The furry orange ball's arrival at Malaysia's main orangutan centre last month, after a plantation owner tipped off staff about her fate, makes her future prospects quite bright.

Her kin and other great ape species are not so fortunate.

Sepilok has a strong record of rehabilitating its charges to the wild. It sits in Sabah state, the part of orangutan territory probably least likely to be destroyed.

But orangutans elsewhere in Borneo and in Sumatra face a grave risk of extinction while their close African cousins gorillas, chimpanzees and bonobos are in danger everywhere.

Orangutans' main problems are forest fires, illegal logging and poaching of their babies to supply an illicit pet trade.

Habitat loss threatens the other great apes across central and western Africa, which also face being killed for their meat.

Adopted as "flagship species" by conservationists, along with animals such as rhinos and giant pandas, great apes have assumed the role of high-level envoys in extinction diplomacy.

For orangutans, that means symbolising efforts to protect Southeast Asia's rainforests and other habitats, according to Geoffrey Davison, WWF Malaysia's Borneo Programme Director.

"If orangutans are conserved, then other wildlife will be saved alongside them," he says.

Such issues feature high on the agenda for a meeting from February 9 to 20 in Kuala Lumpur where government officials from around the world will discuss how to slow global species loss.

Beefing up protected areas is one of the priorities of the United Nations Convention on Biological Diversity, the broad aim of which is to achieve a "significant" drop in the rate of species extinctions by 2010.

EXTINCTION DATA HOLE

While scientists wrestle with exactly how many species exist and how fast they are vanishing -- no one really knows -- other groups are busy with projects on the ground.

Data on apes, though patchy, was alarming enough to prompt the United Nations Environment Programme to launch its great apes survival project (GRASP) in May 2001.

The accepted estimate for orangutan populations has now risen to 40,000-plus after a workshop in Jakarta this month increased it from a previous figure of around 30,000.

Sabah hosts maybe a quarter of them, although most live outside protected areas, increasing their vulnerability.

Of the Africans, chimps are most numerous at around 100,000 while bonobos are anywhere between 30,000 and 50,000. Gorillas number somewhere between the two, but spread across several subspecies with some reduced to just a few hundred animals.

GRASP's plan is to be a focus for non-governmental organisations (NGOs) working on great apes and to act as a diplomatic channel between ape range governments and major donors.

It hopes to repeat the 1990s success of a similar effort to help halt the plunge in African black rhino populations.

"There's 30 or 40 NGOs and a whole bunch of scientists and other researchers working on great apes. It helps to make sure we don't duplicate efforts," says Matthew Woods, a technical coordinator for GRASP in Nairobi.

APE RIGHTS OR SUSTAINABLE CULL?

Its work includes reconciling different ape campaigners' goals, from those wanting quasi-human-rights standards of protection to others supporting sustainable culling for food.

GRASP has run workshops in four of the 23 states with great apes, producing national action plans each time, and aims to hold more across the other states.

The Jakarta orangutan meeting, although not a GRASP event, did much the same for Indonesia and Malaysia, and spread word of a previously unknown population of a few thousand animals in Borneo's Kalimantan.

Ashley Leiman, director of the Orangutan Foundation's UK office, said the finding was welcome but not the critical issue.

"It's not how many orangutans there are right now, we have to look at the trend," she said, citing a projection that just one percent of the Asian ape's habitat would remain by 2030.

That put projects like Sepilok, albeit with a proud 40 years of successfully returning distressed and orphaned animals to the wild, further down the list of priorities.

"Rehabilitation is very much a welfare issue. Putting them back in the wild isn't anywhere near as important as saving the wild population," she said from the Jakarta meeting sidelines.

Cede Prudente, a Sabah photographer and former wildlife guide, knows what Leiman's talking about, having recently visited Gunung Palung National Park in Indonesia's West Kalimantan.

"We were filming here and there was, about 200 metres (yards) behind us, a chain saw rattling. I could not believe that could happen in a national park," he said, visibly saddened by his memories of watching one of mankind's closest relatives in distress.
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Green Consumer GUIDE

Action on Great Apes welcomed

Tuesday 20 January 2004
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Two leading animal welfare groups have voiced their support for a European Parliament resolution on the illegal bushmeat trade. The European Association of Zoos and Aquaria (EAZA) and the International Fund for Animal Welfare collected 1.9m signatures in support of an EU bushmeat strategy programme, which led to the action. 

Proinsias De Rossa, Irish MEP, who drafted the Petitions Committee Report and resolution called the Parliament’s move “a major demonstration of participative democracy”. 

Dr. Bryan Carroll, of EAZA said; "The Parliament has responded to the 1.9 million European voters who called for action to address the bushmeat crisis, but it is now for the European Commission to implement the will of the Parliament. We call upon the Parliament and the Member States to ensure that funding is available to support actions called for under this resolution." 

Hemmo Muntingh, IFAW's Senior Policy Adviser, added; "It is essential to give absolute priority to the bushmeat issue and allocate considerably more financial support for biodiversity conservation, protected areas and National Parks in the EU budget and in the European Development Fund." 

 _______________________________________________________________________
The Age (Australia)

Counts finds orang-utans still endangered 
By Matthew Moore
Indonesia Correspondent
Jakarta 
January 26, 2004 
The most detailed count of wild orang-utans in the past decade has found 50,000-60,000 of the great apes left on the Indonesian islands of Sumatra and Borneo - twice as many as thought. 

But a conference of orang-utan experts in Jakarta has concluded the species has declined by a third in the past decade and will become extinct in about two decades if nothing is done to halt the trend.

Aerial and ground counts of the forest canopy nests the apes build afresh each day have revealed several new populations in central and west Kalimantan. 

"It's clear that we have made a big underestimate of the numbers in Borneo," said Willie Smits, head of the world's largest great ape preservation project called BOS (Borneo Orang-utan Survival) Foundation .

"But this is not great news if you look at the percentage of orang-utan habitat being lost every year and the numbers still being poached and killed. If this continues, in 20 years there will be no orang-utans left in the wild."

The conference heard that seven prosecutions of illegal traders in the past six months had done little to slow smuggling operations. 

Dr Smits estimates 1000 infant orang-utans, whose mothers were shot so the babies could be caught for sale as pets, were smuggled into countries including Thailand and Malaysia in 2003 .

"You have to remember that only 50 per cent of the babies survive the shooting of the mother, and many more die on the roads to the big cities. So each of the 1000 represents two more orang-utans that never made it to trade," Dr Smits said. 

"That means 3000 babies lost and 3000 mothers - 4500 females - lost from the remaining orang-utan population each year."

A boom in palm oil plantations has added to the destruction of orang-utan habitat already caused by rampant illegal logging and continuing forest fires. "The plantations create small pockets of rainforest where the orang-utans are starving, opening the way for hunters," Dr Smits said.

As the only great apes in Asia face their greatest crisis, scientists have found major differences in the appearance, behaviour and genetics of orang-utans in Sumatra and Borneo, which warrant them being reclassified as separate species - the Bornean Pongo pygmaeus and the Sumatran Pongo abellii, rather than as subspecies of the same species.

As well, scientists now regard the Bornean apes as comprising three subspecies with cultural differences. Carel van Schaik, professor of biological anthropology at Duke University, said an example of the cultural differences was how different populations performed their "kiss-squeak" - the distress signal they send to each other or to a predator.

"We've just recently realised that in some places they kiss-squeak on the flat of their hand, to enhance the sound, while in other places they shape their hand like a trumpet and turn it as they squeak; in other places they kiss on leaves - but sometimes a single leaf and sometimes they strip a whole bunch of leaves from a stem," Professor van Schaik said.

Studying the evolution of such behaviour would help scientists understand the evolution of human culture and intelligence, "to get a handle on why one great ape, namely humans, became such a completely different species.

"But you can't study that in one population: you need a lot of different populations."

This story was found at: http://www.theage.com.au/articles/2004/01/25/1074965433539.html 
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ENS

Human Deaths From Bird Flu Raise Fear of Global Outbreak 
GENEVA, Switzerland, January 26, 2004 (ENS) - World Health Organization officials are concerned that a strain of avian influenza now spreading across Asia might exchange genes with a human virus to create a new virus that could spread easily among people. Over the past month, millions of chickens in seven countries have either died or been destroyed because of the highly infectious bird flu strain, known as H5N1. 

While the World Health Organization (WHO) says that at present it has no evidence that person-to-person transmission is occurring, seven human cases in Viet Nam and two in Thailand within the past month coincide with an historically unprecedented spread of H5N1 bird flu in the poultry populations of Asian countries. 

Since mid-December 2003, outbreaks of H5N1 disease in poultry have been confirmed in Cambodia, Japan, Laos, South Korea, Thailand, and Viet Nam. 
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Poultry with avian influenza cough and have difficulty breathing. (Photo courtesy FAO)
In addition, Indonesia's agriculture minister confirmed Sunday that 4.7 million chickens had died of disease since November. About 40 percent were stricken with avian flu, while the remaining 60 percent died from Newcastle disease, which is harmless to humans. 

Bird flu also was reported on a farm in Taiwan this month, but turned out to be a different strain. 

Today, Viet Nam and Thailand are the only two countries in which human cases of H5N1 avian influenza are known to have occurred in the current outbreak, WHO says. 

The Ministry of Public Health in Thailand Friday informed World Health Organization officials of two cases of H5N1 avian influenza in humans. Both cases, which are in two boys, are laboratory confirmed, and one boy has now died. More patients with respiratory symptoms that might indicate the H5N1 infection are being tested, and results are expected this week. 

Lab tests Friday confirmed two additional human cases of H5N1 avian influenza in Viet Nam, the first to be confirmed in the south of the country. The cases, both in Ho Chi Minh City, are two children, an eight year old girl and a 13 year old boy. The boy died on January 22, WHO reports. The girl is hospitalized in stable, but critical condition. 

They bring the total number of confirmed H5N1 cases in Viet Nam to seven, including five in Hanoi. Of the seven cases in Viet Nam, six people have died since December 30, 2003. 

Laboratories in the WHO Global Influenza Surveillance Network are characterizing avian and human viruses obtained from the current outbreaks, and the agency reports that the genome of the H5N1 bird flu strain has now been sequenced. 

All genes are of avian origin, indicating that the virus that caused the deaths had not yet acquired human genes. The acquisition of human genes increases the likelihood that a virus of bird origin can be transmitted from one person to another. 

Preliminary lab results indicate that these viruses are different from other H5N1 strains isolated in Asia in the recent past, so WHO says it will be necessary to develop a new prototype strain to manufacture a vaccine capable of fighting the current outbreak. 

The virus reservoir is wild birds and there is no method available to control it, health officials say. 

An international team led by WHO scientists is in Viet Nam working with health authorities to assess the current situation, conduct epidemiological investigations, and identify the most appropriate control measures. 
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This Vietnamese woman is selling live chickens at market, a situation favoring the spread of bird flu. (Photo by N. Rubery courtesy FAO)
In Viet Nam, H5N1 infection in poultry has now been detected in 23 of the country’s 61 provinces. Since 23 December 2003, about 2.9 million poultry stock have either died or been destroyed because of the disease. 

In Thailand, the number of birds dead or killed by agricultural workers and soldiers in 24 provinces has reached 9.1 million. Sunday, China and Burma joined a growing number of countries which have banned imports of Thai chicken. 

In response to claims that the government tried to cover up the presence of bird flu, Ampon Kitti-ampon, director of the National Bureau of Agriculture Commodities and Food Standards, told the "Bangkok Post" that the virus might have been in Thailand for some time, but has gone undetected due to "technical errors'' in ministry sampling and testing processes. 

WHO scientists will be collaborating with health authorities in Thailand in responding to the situation there. 

WHO has identified the rapid culling of H5N1 infected or exposed poultry as the most important line of defense for preventing further human cases and possibly averting the emergence of a new influenza virus capable of causing an influenza pandemic. 

A pandemic is a global outbreak of flu and occurs when a new influenza virus emerges, spreads, and causes disease worldwide. Once a new pandemic influenza virus emerges and spreads, it typically becomes established among people and circulates for years. Past influenza pandemics have led to high levels of illness, death, social disruption and economic loss. 

In 1918 and 1919, the so-called Spanish flu, strain H1N1, caused the highest number of known flu deaths. More than 500,000 people died in the United States, and 20 million to 50 million people may have died worldwide, according to the U.S. federal Centers for Disease Control. 

The first recorded outbreak of H5N1 infection in humans occurred in Hong Kong in 1997, when 18 persons developed serious disease and six died. Investigations of the Hong Kong outbreak determined that close contact with live infected poultry was the source of human infection in all 18 cases. 

For this reason, WHO recommends that the practice of marketing live poultry directly to consumers should be discouraged in areas now experiencing outbreaks of H5N1 avian influenza among poultry. 

While trade restrictions have been put in place by some countries to protect animal health, on the basis of presently available data, WHO does not conclude that any processed poultry products - whole refrigerated or frozen carcasses and products derived from them - and eggs in or arriving from areas currently experiencing outbreaks of avian influenza H5N1 in poultry flocks pose a risk to public health. 

Influenza viruses are killed by adequate heat, the international health agency says, emphasizing the importance of good hygiene practices during handling of poultry products, including hand washing, prevention of cross-contamination, and thorough cooking. 

At this time WHO has not issued any travel alerts or advisories for the region in response to the H5N1 outbreak. But travelers to countries in Asia with documented H5N1 outbreaks are advised to avoid poultry farms, contact with animals in live food markets and any surfaces that appear to be contaminated with feces from poultry or other animals. 

The Centers for Disease Control warns U.S. residents that in Vietnam and in other tropical regions, influenza can occur at any time during the year. People at risk of developing influenza related complications and healthy people who want to decrease their risk of catching bird flu should receive the 2003-04 trivalent influenza vaccine. The vaccine is believed to protect against three viruses and offers some protection against variants of them as well. 

But if an H5N1 epidemic does take off globally, researchers at St. Jude Children’s Research Hospital say the United States is not prepared to respond rapidly. This finding, reported in the November 28, 2003 issue of the journal "Science," is co-authored by said Robert G. Webster, Ph.D., a member of the Infectious Diseases department at St. Jude's. 
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Dr. Robert G. Webster, is a member of the St. Jude Faculty in the Department of Infectious Diseases. (Photo courtesy St. Jude)
“If an influenza pandemic started tomorrow, we would not be able to head it off with vaccines because the production facilities available to produce them are grossly inadequate,” said Webster. 

In addition to the limited ability to respond to an outbreak with vaccines, the supply of antiviral drugs that might slow a pandemic is in “scandalously short supply,” the St. Jude study states. 

“In the face of a pandemic, the available supplies of antiviral drugs would be used up in days,” Webster said. “It would take up to 18 months to make more drugs from scratch. Stockpiling is the only answer.” 

The St. Jude investigators warn that while vaccine production technology in the United States is adequate, needed legislative and infrastructure changes have not been made. They say intellectual property laws that limit or slow the incorporation of new knowledge into vaccine production are part of the problem. 

Webster's team says a factor driving the evolution of flu viruses is the ongoing mixing of human and lower-animal influenza virus genes inside infected birds and swine kept in close quarters in markets or farms. The animals serve as “mixing bowls” in which influenza viruses swap genes, Webster warns, increasing the chance that some viruses will obtain the ability to spread rapidly among infected humans.

 ___________________________________________________________________________ 

ENS

Ten Companies Kick Off Global Greenhouse Gas Register 
DAVOS, Switzerland, January 26, 2004 (ENS) - Ten large companies have committed to disclose the amount of climate warming greenhouse gases their worldwide operations produce on a new publicly available website - the Global Greenhouse Gas Register. 

The World Economic Forum officially launched the Register at its annual meeting, which wound up Sunday in the Alpine village of Davos. 

Developed in partnership with international business and environmental organizations, the Global Greenhouse Gas Register (GHG Register) is intended to encourage corporate climate action by creating a global standard for the disclosure of their emissions inventories and reduction targets. 

First on the Global GHG Register are - the aluminum company Alcoa; the mining and natural resource company Anglo American; three cement and aggregates companies: Cemex, Holcim and Lafarge; the computer company Hewlett Packard; the Russian Joint Stock Company Unified Energy System of Russia; the German utility RWE; ScottishPower; and the European energy company Vattenfall, which is based in Sweden. 

These companies together account for an estimated 800 million tons of carbon dioxide equivalent per year. Carbon dioxide (CO2), produced by the combustion of coal, oil, and gas, is the most voluminous of the greenhouse gases that blanket the planet, trapping the Sun's rays. In terms of the Kyoto Protocol, their combined carbon dioxide equivalent is five percent of that emitted by the 37 industrialized nations governed by the protocol. 
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Emissions rise from a British steelworks. (Photo by Ian Britton courtesy FreeFoto)
Starting today, participating companies can enter data into the Register on the Internet. 

Once a company’s data is vetted and accepted by the World Economic Forum, it will be displayed on the Register’s website. The Forum anticipates that initial data will be posted as early as February. 

The Global GHG Register was developed as a collaboration between environmental, conservation, and business organizations - BrasilConnects, Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu, the International Emissions Trading Association, the Pew Center on Global Climate Change, the World Business Council for Sustainable Development, the World Energy Council, the World Resources Institute and the World Wildlife Fund. 

Janet Ranganathan is director of the GHG Protocol Initiative, a project of the World Resources Institute and the World Business Council for Sustainable Development. She says, “While companies will use the GHG Protocol as the standard to account for their emissions, the Global GHG Register will provide a central platform where these individual reports can be publicly accessed.” 

“Many firms are being asked by their shareholders, governments and communities to take voluntary steps to manage their impact on the climate," said Richard Samans, managing director of the World Economic Forum’s Global Institute for Partnership and Governance, "but until now there has been no platform for the public disclosure of such information on a comparable, globally consolidated basis. " 

The register responds to corporate expressions of alarm at the potential costs of global warming to their portfolios. One such expression occurred in November 2003 at UN Headquarters in New York. 

Institutional investors representing over $1 trillion in assets to examine the risks of climate change to their pension funds issued a statement demanding tough new steps by the U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission, corporate boards, and Wall Street firms to increase corporate disclosure of the risks posed by climate change to investors. 
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Donald Johnston (left), secretary-general, Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, and William Parrett, CEO Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu, at the forum session Setting the 2004 Agenda: Corporate Governance, January 21, 2004. (Photo by Jean-Bernard Sieber/swiss-image.ch copyright World Economic Forum, used with permission)
William Parrett, CEO of the financial services association Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu said, "Many of our clients have identified the measurement and reporting of greenhouse gas emissions as an important part of their future reporting practices. We have been working closely with the World Economic Forum to develop a practical tool that will assist companies in disclosing their GHG inventories in a manner that is useful to users of such information and does not create an unnecessary burden on business." 

The 10 companies committed to the Global GHG Register are aware of the threats posed by global warming. “Anglo American recognizes fully the challenges to its businesses and to society at large arising from greenhouse gas emissions, said Dr. John Groom, senior vice-president of safety, health and the environment at the mining and natural resource company. 

"We are committed to reducing unit emissions through a focus on energy efficiency, continuous improvement in technology and operations and by increasing awareness and understanding of the challenges wherever we operate," he said. "The Register represents an opportunity for us to contribute to greater corporate transparency and to benchmark our performance against others." 

The California Climate Action Registry (CA Registry), assisted by CH2M Hill, developed the technical infrastructure for the online reporting application and database of the Global GHG Register. 

The CA Registry’s existing Internet based reporting tool, CARROT (Climate Action Registry Reporting Online Tool) serves as the basis for the Global GHG Register. 

“The CA Registry’s CARROT was the ideal foundation for our GHG Register – a clear, usable, dynamic platform,” said Samans. “It’s a solid registry application already used successfully by major businesses to track and report their GHG emissions.” 

Nongovernmental organizations welcomed the new register because it will make corporate accountability for emissions more transparent. 

“Around the world, companies that are aware of the responsibilities of corporate citizenship have not been deterred by the impasse in negotiations between governments, and have not waited for multilateral decisions before responding,” said Edemar Cid Ferreira, chairman and founder of BrasilConnects, Brazil. 

“The Global GHG Register provides companies, including those in Latin America, the opportunity to show their commitment to the achievement of real results in environmental projects,” he said. 

The World Economic Forum is a global community of business, political, and intellectual leaders that states it is impartial and not-for-profit, tied to no political, partisan or national interests and committed to improving the state of the world. Incorporated as a foundation, and based in Geneva, Switzerland, the World Economic Forum the Forum has NGO consultative status with the Economic and Social Council of the United Nations. 
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Kofi Annan, UN Secretary-General, delivers a speech during The Future of Global Interdependence session at the World Economic Forum. (Photo by Remy Steinegger/swiss-image.ch copyright World Economic Forum, used with permission)
United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan addressed the executives at the World Economic Forum on Friday, asking them to look again at ways their companies can help promote fair and far reaching economic development around the world. 

Annan said that in 1999, globalization appeared to be almost "a force of nature," and reminded them of his warning that it would be only as sustainable as the social pillars on which it rested. 

"I was concerned that unless global markets were embedded in shared values and responsible practices, the global economy would be fragile, and vulnerable to backlash from all the 'isms' of our post-cold-war world: protectionism, populism, nationalism, ethnic chauvinism, fanaticism and terrorism," he said. 

At that time, he called for a Global Compact - to bring companies together with UN agencies, labour and civil society to support nine principles in the areas of human rights, labor and the environment. Today, there are more than 1,200 corporations from more than 70 countries involved from virtually all sectors of the economy. 

"Yet much more can be accomplished - and it must," he said, announcing that a Global Compact Summit will convene this June at UN Headquarters in New York "to reassess and reposition our efforts, aiming at even higher levels of achievement." 

Representing the United States, Vice President Dick Cheney did not mention climate, greenhouse gases, sustainability or the environment. He focused on the threats of terrorism and weapons of mass destruction. 

U.S. Vice President Dick Cheney addresses the World Economic Forum (Photo by Andy Mettler/swiss-image.ch copyright World Economic Forum, used with permission)
"From materials seized by coalition forces in Afghanistan, and interrogations of captured terrorists," said Cheney, "we know they are doing everything they can to develop or acquire chemical, biological, radiological and even nuclear weapons." 

"Were they to gain those weapons - either by their own efforts or with the help of an outlaw regime - no appeal to reason or mortality would prevent them from committing the worst of terrors," he said. "In the words of the recently published EU Security Strategy, the terrorists are, 'willing to use unlimited violence to cause massive casualties.'" 

We must act with all urgency that this danger demands. Civilized people must do everything in our power to defeat terrorism and to stop he spread of weapons of mass destruction. 

"Today Europe and Canada have 1.4 million soldiers under arms, but only 55,000 deployed, and many European militaries still maintain they are overstretched," Cheney said. 

The vice president said promoting democracy "throughout the greater Middle East and beyond" through cooperation among governments and international institutions is important. 

But, he called for "more deployable European forces" which he termed a "critical" need. Cheney said "when diplomacy fails, we must be prepared to face our responsibilities and be willing to use force if necessary." 

On behalf of the European Union, Bertie Ahern, Prime Minister of Ireland and President of the Council of the European Union, spoke of enlargement during his Special Address on Saturday. "On the 1st of May," he said, "we will welcome the 10 new Member States into our Union. We will finally end the artificial divide that has separated our peoples in Europe." 

Bertie Ahern Prime Minister of Ireland and EU President addresses the World Economic Forum. (Photo by E.T. Studhalter/swiss-image.ch copyright World Economic Forum, used with permission)
"This enlargement will bring the population of the EU to 450 million and create the largest single market on the planet. This enlarged Union must be a dynamic economic force that drives sustainable economic development," Ahern said. 

The Irish Presidency has placed the European Union's economic agenda at the center of its Presidency program, Ahern said, with "knowledge, innovation and ideas" to be the engines of EU economic growth. 

In a first appearance at the annual World Economic Forum meetings, the UN World Food Programme's Executive Director James Morris attended this year's forum to present a direct appeal to the world's leading business executives to support the fight against hunger. 

Despite reaching a record 110 million hungry people with food aid last year, the world's largest humanitarian agency, the World Food Programme (WFP), announced Friday that it needs greater support from the private sector in order to tackle the increasing problem of world hunger. 

A recent report by the UN Food and Agriculture Organization shows the number of hungry people in developing countries increased by 18 million in the second half of the 1990s, indicating that hunger is getting worse, not better. 

More than 800 million people in the developing world suffer from hunger. Every five seconds a child dies of hunger or from the diseases associated with it. 

The agency's first corporate partner is TPG, the global mail, express and logistics giant. It has enlarged WFP's transport, warehousing and supply chain capabilities and provided critical funds to feed more people worldwide. 

"One of the most valuable benefits of our partnership with TPG is the involvement of company employees in the fight against hunger. From China to Spain and France to Australia, TPG staff are actively raising money for WFP's work, and highlighting the plight of the hungry. TPG has told us that it has been a tremendous boost to employee morale," said Morris. 

TPG's CEO, Peter Bakker said, "By providing our skills, resources and people we have been able to assist WFP reach the hungry. We strongly encourage other private sector companies to join WFP in its fight against world hunger." 

WFP is the world's largest humanitarian agency. In 2003 WFP fed nearly 110 million people in 82 countries including most of the world's refugees and internally displaced people.

 ____________________________________________________________________
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General environment news

Over 60 environmental NEPAD projects submitted to donors 

Paris, France (PANA) - At least 68 in the environment component of the New Partnership for Africa's Development (NEPAD) have been submitted to donors, whose reaction is expected later this year, according to the Senegalese environment and sanitation minister Modou Diagne Fada. In an interview with PANA in Paris, Diagne Fada, who was attending a roundtable of West African environment ministers on natural reserves as operational NEPAD sites, said that the environmental sector was ahead in the new partnership's implementation. "As far as the environmental sector is concerned, we have gone beyond the planning or selection phase but financing and implementation. "The ministerial African conference on the environment held in Algiers last December selected 68 projects that we have already submitted to our partners to finance," he added. Meanwhile, Diagne Fada, who is also the co-ordinator minister charged with the environment component of NEPAD, announced that African states and their partners will meet in Dakar in December to examine the financing of selected projects. The roundtable we held in Paris today in Paris enabled us to underscore the existing link between biosphere reserves and NEPAD," the Senegalese minister explained. According to him, it is essential for African states to promote the cross-boundary management of biosphere reserves to avert conflicts. "The NEPAD spirit encourages countries to jointly manage biosphere reserves and national parks. This approach will enable countries to pool their efforts. It also helps to avert conflicts by encouraging or customs, national park and forestry department officers," Diagne Fada said.  Opening the roundtable attended by environment ministers from Burkina Faso, Cote d'Ivoire, Mali, Niger and Senegal, UNESCO Director General Koïchiro Matsuura promised his UN agency's total support in the implementation of the environment component of NEPAD.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng028989&dte=26/01/2004
WWF to help Kenya conserve water mass 

Nairobi, Kenya (PANA) - The World Wide Fund (WWF) has earmarked about 1 million US dollars in the 2004/2005 fiscal year for the conservation of Lake Bogoria in Kenya, famed for its hot springs and abundant birdlife. WWF East Africa conservation programme Director Thomas Kabii announced Monday that the programme will involve preservation of the lake's species and ecosystem diversity. He said most activities by the WWF would be "locally based" with most of the work being done by the local community. WWF would only provide necessary technical advice. Lake Bogoria, situated in the great Rift Valley, about 225-km northwest of Nairobi, is one of Kenya's saline water masses threatened by siltation due to human activity. Other endangered water masses in the region include Lakes Baringo and Naivasha.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng028899&dte=26/01/2004
Benin adopts environmental governance charter 

Cotonou, Benin (PANA) - Benin has adopted a national charter on environmental governance intended to improve environmental management through regulations outlining the role of stakeholders in the sector. The charter was adopted at the end of a two-day forum attended by some 100 participants, including political leaders, officials of ministries involved in environmental management, religious institutions, private companies, civil society groups and local government. An embodiment of a collective response to the issue of the environment, the charter outlines eight principles in a platform of action to meet the challenge of a healthy environment, officials said. In addition to the charter, a body was set up to follow up the resolutions adopted at the meeting and report it observations within two years. Organized by the Ministry of Environment, Housing and Urban Development, the forum enabled various stakeholders to discuss local and global environmental management and express commitments to make major efforts for a healthier environment.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng028881&dte=26/01/2004
Nigeria turns back ship with toxic kerosene, paper says 

Lagos, Nigeria (PANA) - Officials of Nigeria's Department of Petroleum Resources (DPR) and security agents last Friday barred a European vessel laden with toxic kerosene from berthing and discharging its cargo at the country's main Apapa seaport, local press reports indicated Monday. According to a private newspaper, the Punch, officials acted on a tip off that the ship, identified as MTVIOR carried toxic kerosene widely used for domestic cooking and lighting across Nigeria. "This kerosene was toxic, it had a flashpoint of 43 as against 45, and the colour was black whereas kerosene should be colourless," the paper quoted a DPR official as saying, based on the laboratory samples of the kerosene. "Information made available to the DPR indicated that the kerosene was imported by a group of independent marketers. But so far, all independent marketers interrogated denied any involvement in the deal," the official said, adding that investigations were still going on. In 2002, more than 200 Nigerians were killed and many more wounded in a spate of kerosene explosions traced to toxic product.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng028873&dte=26/01/2004
Namibia: Concern Over New Caprivi Flooding

UN Integrated Regional Information Networks: As the level of the Zambezi river continues to rise, Namibia's disaster management agency, the Emergency Management Unit (EMU), has conducted a flood-threat assessment. There's mounting concern that Namibia could face the kind of flash flooding that devastated the northeastern Caprivi region last year. The region is one of the least developed in the country and, at 42 percent, has one of the highest HIV prevalence rates. In June 2003 some 12,000 people in 22 villages required emergency assistance, after a period of prolonged torrential rainfall in the Democratic Republic of Congo caused the Zambezi river to burst its banks downstream in the northeastern part of Namibia. The impact on the coping abilities of households was severe, as the country had been experiencing a drought, which has continued into 2004. "Major floods are expected and people living in the flood plains have to start making arrangements to relocate to higher ground, so that they will not be caught unawares.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200401260699.html
NGO Slams Politicians Who Abet Encroachment On Forest Reserves

The Times of Zambia (Ndola): CITIZENS for Better Environment (CBE) has condemned politicians who abet encroachment on forest reserves to win political support. CBE Executive Director Peter Sinkamba said his organization was saddened that some politicians, instead of sensitising the people against deforestation, were in the fore-front abetting squatting and deforestation because they wanted to get support from the squatters. Mr. Sinkamba said in an interview in Kitwe yesterday that unless politicians changed their attitude on the issue of squatting on forest reserve areas, Zambia would continue losing its rich ecosystem. He said according to United Nations statistics, Zambia was among the four countries in the world where deforestation was rampant and that according to National Environment Plan (NEP), the country was losing close to 100,000 hectares of forest land every year.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200401260939.html
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UN or UNEP in the news

An eye on the future for orangutans
Orangutans and other apes are threatened by forest fires, illegal logging and poaching of their babies to supply an illicit pet trade
Taipei Times, Taiwan, Jan 26, 2004,Page 12 (REUTERS, Sepilok, Malaysia) - In great ape terms, nine-month-old orangutan orphan CT could consider herself lucky.
…Data on apes, though patchy, was alarming enough to prompt the United Nations Environment Program to launch its great apes survival project (GRASP) in May 2001.
http://www.taipeitimes.com/News/feat/archives/2004/01/26/2003092581 

Orang-utans in rehab only the start for Borneo apes
ABC Online, Australia, 25 January, 2004 - http://www.abc.net.au/news/newsitems/s1031317.htm_
____________________________________________________________________________________
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M O N D A Y    H I G H L I G H T S
*
Secretary-General to decide on election team for Iraq

*
Urgent action, even military intervention, needed to prevent genocide – Annan

*
Security Council discusses UN’s role in national reconciliation after war

*
Annan arrives in Paris for high-level Global Compact meeting on corruption

*
Concerned by ‘difficult situation’ in Sri Lanka, Annan hopes peace talks can restart

*
Afghanistan’s new Constitution takes effect with UN offering support

*
Afghan Transitional Government should improve women’s rights, Annan says

*
UN human rights official says racism rife in era of globalization and Internet

*
French general to head UN peacekeepers in southern Lebanon

*
Annan urges countries to show leadership by participating in peacekeeping
*
UN mission in DR of Congo renovates and erects buildings for students

*
Cyprus: Annan ‘encouraged’ by discussions with Turkish Prime Minister
*
UN official sees ‘big potential’ at small islands conference 

*
Investors face fewer requirements in competitive global economy – UN report 

*
Human cases of ‘bird flu’ confirmed in south Viet Nam, UN health agency says

*
UN relief official condemns murders of women and children in Somalia

*
Annan mourns former senior UN peacekeeper who helped the Balkans

*
Top UN rights official calls for probe into Cambodian union leader’s murder

*
UNICEF ambassador and football star George Weah thanks UN for helping Liberia

* * * *

Iraq

26 January – Secretary-General Kofi Annan is expected to decide early this week if he will send a United Nations team to Iraq to look into the feasibility of holding elections before the end of June as well as possible alternatives.

“I expect to make a decision between now and Tuesday about our action,” the Secretary-General told reporters yesterday in Stockholm during a press encounter following his meeting with Swedish Prime Minister Goran Persson.

Last Monday in New York, Iraqi and coalition officials asked Mr. Annan to consider sending a team to examine the possibility of holding elections before the return of Iraqi sovereignty on 30 June, as agreed by the parties last November. A leading Iraqi cleric, Ayatollah Ali Sistani, has advocated elections.

On Friday, the United Nations confirmed that a two-person team arrived in Baghdad for talks with the coalition on various security matters. But a UN spokesman stressed that a separate field security assessment would be needed should the Secretary-General decide to send in an electoral team.

The situation in Iraq figured in the Secretary-General’s talks with Mr. Persson. They also discussed developments in Europe, particularly Cyprus, in light of Mr. Annan’s meeting on Saturday with Turkish Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan, as well as UN reform.

Before arriving in Sweden, the Secretary-General had a breakfast meeting in Davos, Switzerland, with the chief executive officers of some of the world’s largest corporations to discuss the Global Compact, an initiative he launched in 1999 to encourage better corporate practices in human rights, labour and the environment.

In his remarks, Mr. Annan praised the more than 1,200 companies from over 70 countries that are now participating in the Compact, as well as dozens of global labour and civil society organizations. He also challenged them to think of ways to make the Compact more effective.

* * *

Genocide

26 January – With the past decade providing “especially shameful” examples of genocide in the former Yugoslavia and Rwanda, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today called on the global community to take urgent preventive action, both political and, if necessary, military.

“Genocide, whether imminent or ongoing, is practically always, if not by definition, a threat to the peace,” Mr. Annan said in an address to the Stockholm International Forum on preventing genocide. “It must be dealt with as such – by strong and united political action and, in extreme cases, by military action.” 

Among measures he proposed were the establishment of a committee by States parties to the Genocide Convention to review reports and recommend action, as well as the appointment of a special rapporteur to deal directly with the Security Council, making clear the link, often ignored until too late, between massive and systematic violations of human rights and threats to international peace and security.  

Mr. Annan referred to the genocide of the 1990s - when more than 7,000 civilians were murdered following the capture of the Srebrenica enclave by Serb forces in Bosnia and Herzegovina and some 800,000 Tutsis and moderate Hutus were estimated to have been massacred in Rwanda – as especially shameful. The UN had peacekeepers in both areas at the time.

“In Rwanda, some of those peacekeepers lost their lives trying to defend the victims. All honour to them. But instead of reinforcing our troops, we withdrew them.”

He added that in both cases the gravest mistakes were made by Member States, particularly in the way decisions were taken in the Security Council, “but all of us failed.”

Issuing a call to arms against the roots of violence and genocide – “intolerance, racism, tyranny, and the dehumanizing public discourse that denies whole groups of people their dignity and rights” – the Secretary-General praised Canada for setting up the International Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty.

“Thanks to the Commission, we now understand that the issue is not one of a right to intervention, but rather of a responsibility – in the first instance, a responsibility of all States to protect their own populations, but ultimately a responsibility of the whole human race, to protect our fellow human beings from extreme abuse wherever and whenever it occurs,” he declared.

He also voiced hope that the International Criminal Court would serve to deter the crime of genocide.

“I long for the day when we can say with confidence that, confronted with a new Rwanda or a new Srebrenica, the world would respond effectively, and in good time,” he said. “But let us not delude ourselves. That day has not yet come. We must all do more to bring it closer.”

* * *

Security Council

26 January – The Security Council wrapped up a day-long debate today on the role of the United Nations in national reconciliation after wars, hearing UN officials warn the process will never work unless the conflict’s root causes are tackled and its most serious crimes punished.

At the end of the meeting, the Council adopted a statement, read out by Maria Soledad Alvear Valenzuela, Foreign Minister of Chile, which holds the rotating Presidency for January, saying Member States would examine further how to harness the UN’s expertise on the issue so that the world learns from lessons from the past.

Ms. Valenzuela opened the debate by reading a message from South Africa’s Archbishop Emeritus Desmond Tutu, who said the path of revenge post-conflict “is how we tend to behave – but it is not inevitable nor invariably the case.”

Archbishop Tutu cited South Africa and Timor-Leste as recent positive examples where leaders chose to build up their nations instead of engaging in retribution, which, he said, “leads only to the most awful cul de sac because there is no future without forgiveness.”

UNDP Administrator Mark Malloch Brown told the debate that a safe and stable transfer to democracy is not possible unless the underlying causes of the conflict are resolved. Without that, deeper divisions could develop between the parties to the war, he said.

Assistant Secretary-General for Political Affairs Tuliameni Kalomoh said it is up to individual countries to decide what form their national reconciliation should take and what measures they should use – such as war crimes tribunals or truth and reconciliation commissions. But he added that whatever the path chosen, “there are some crimes that are so heinous that they require that justice be done.”

Assistant-Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs and Deputy Emergency Relief Coordinator Carolyn McAskie stressed the importance of the international community providing financial and other support to countries undergoing post-conflict reconciliation – to ensure that poverty and deprivation do not foster grievances.

A number of the several dozen delegates who addressed the meeting stressed the need for the UN and its various parts, including the Security Council, to cooperate more closely to help countries go through the process of reconciliation.

* * *

Global Compact

26 January – United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan travelled today to Paris, where he will take part in an international policy dialogue as part of the Global Compact – an initiative he pioneered to foster corporate adherence to labour, environment and human rights standards. 
The forum, on the topic of “Transparency and the Fight against Corruption,” began today with the participation of nearly 150 experts representing business, government, civil society, academia and the UN.

Participants are exploring a proposal to add a principle against corruption to the framework of the Global Compact ahead of a Global Compact Leaders Summit scheduled for June.

Tomorrow evening, the Secretary-General and President Jacques Chirac are scheduled to preside over the introduction of the Global Compact Network France, which includes more than 230 leading French companies committed to advancing the Global Compact’s nine core principles.

“French companies are among the most active participants in the Global Compact,” said Georg Kell, who heads the initiative. “The Global Compact Network France will play an extremely important role in advancing learning, dialogue and projects in France and beyond.”

Earlier today, before arriving in France, the Secretary-General addressed the Stockholm International Forum in Sweden. He later met with the former chief UN weapons inspector in Iraq, Hans Blix. Other meetings on his programme included talks with Vidar Helgesen, Norway’s State Secretary for Foreign Affairs. 

* * *
Sri Lanka

26 January – Voicing concern over the difficult situation in Sri Lanka, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today said he still hopes that the peace talks between the Government and the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) can resume in the near future.

The Secretary-General “is most grateful for the positive contribution of Norway to the process and hopes that the Norwegian Government will resume its efforts to bring the parties to the negotiating table,” a statement issued by a UN spokesman in New York said.

The statement added that the Secretary-General is glad that the parties continue to respect the ceasefire agreement of February 2002, and appreciates the role played by the Sri Lanka Monitoring Mission (SLMM), which was set up under that accord and comprises observers from Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway and Sweden.

Through his spokesman, the Secretary-General also appealed to the international community to continue its assistance to areas most affected by the war.

* * *
Afghanistan

26 January – President Hamid Karzai of Afghanistan today signed the country’s new Constitution, triggering its formal adoption in the presence of the United Nations Acting Special Representative for Afghanistan, Jean Arnault.

Afghanistan’s Loya Jirga, or grand council, reached agreement on the Constitution’s form and detail at the start of the month. But the signing was delayed until the Dari and Pashto language versions of the document could be completely reconciled.

The new document outlines a presidential system of government, a bicameral legislature, equal rights for women and a judicial system that complies with Islam. National presidential and legislative elections are scheduled to take place later this year.

* * *

Afghanistan

26 January – As people across Afghanistan register to vote, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan has called on the UN Commission on the Status of Women to issue recommendations aimed at helping the country’s women to participate fully in politics.

In a report to the Commission on the situation of Afghan women and girls, Mr. Annan specifically underscores the need for the Afghan Transitional Administration – as well as the future government – to enact new non-discriminatory laws and repeal any measures that discriminate against women and girls.

Afghan electoral processes should be monitored closely “to make certain that women are able to register, participate fully and support special measures that would guarantee that they are represented in local, provincial and national government positions,” Mr. Annan says.

According to the report, prevailing insecurity in Afghanistan and the increasing incidence of sexual violence threaten to reverse gains made by women and girls, who are often afraid to leave their homes for school or work out of fear that they might be kidnapped or raped. 

The Secretary-General suggests that the Transitional Administration be encouraged to ensure that the police and military are trained in gender issues and uphold human rights, “especially in response to human rights abuses, including domestic and sexual violence.” 

The Commission on the Status of Women will hold its next session from 1 to 12 March.

* * *

Racism

26 January – The United Nations must spearhead a worldwide mobilization of conscience against racial intolerance in a time of globalization when the Internet is being used for both conciliation and divisiveness, a senior United Nations human rights official said today.

“It is the role of the United Nations to bring to the conscience of the international community the pervasive violations of human rights that are taking place in the world and to call for a mobilization of conscience against such gross violations,” Acting High Commissioner for Human Rights Bertrand Ramcharan told the Commission on Human Rights working group against racism.

The working group is meeting in Geneva to follow up on the decisions taken at the anti-racism conference in Durban, South Africa, in 2001.

Mr. Ramcharan also called for galvanized efforts to respond to today’s atmosphere of fast-paced globalization and turbulence when poverty is rampant, millions of children do not have access to schooling and “the Internet is used to bring people together, but also to spread hatred, prejudice and discrimination.”

Promoting and protecting human rights can help to reduce poverty, he said, adding, “Advancing the principle of equality and non-discrimination is of fundamental importance.”

In a separate message to the ninth meeting of the Board of Trustees on Contemporary Forms of Slavery, also in Geneva, Mr. Ramcharan called for “new approaches and new strategies” for countering grievous violations of the human rights of hundreds of thousands of children and young women, which range from child labour to sexual exploitation and trafficking.

“Contemporary forms of slavery are among the foremost issues of conscience demanding our attention in today's world and we need to think afresh how we might mobilize international outrage against such practices,” he said, voicing hope that the Commission would consider designating a special rapporteur against trafficking in human beings.

* * *

Lebanon

26 January – Maj. Gen. Alain Pellegrini of France has been named as the new Force Commander of the United Nations peacekeeping force in southern Lebanon.

General Pellegrini, 57, will take over from Maj. Gen. Lalit Mohan Tewari of India as head of the 2,000-strong UN Interim Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL) starting in mid-February, a spokesman for Secretary-General Kofi Annan announced today.

UNIFIL was created in 1978 to confirm Israeli withdrawal from Lebanon, restore peace and security and help Beirut restore its effective authority over the area.

General Pellegrini served in Sarajevo and Mostar in 1995-96 with the UN Protection Force in the former Yugoslavia (UNPROFOR) and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization-led Implementation Force (IFOR).

Currently the Special Adviser on Africa and the Middle East to the French Chief of Defence Staff, General Pellegrini has held various military appointments both in his country and abroad during a career spanning over three decades.

* * *

Peacekeeping

25 January – With the United Nations being asked to shoulder ever more peacekeeping responsibility, especially in Africa, countries must provide greater support for missions, Secretary-General Kofi Annan said today in a message to the inauguration of a new centre in Ghana bearing his name.

As the Kofi Annan International Peacekeeping Centre was officially opened in Accra, a UN official read the message hailing its establishment in an era of rising demands for trained peacekeepers.

“The Centre provides an important forum for sharing the expertise,” he said in a message delivered on his behalf by Alfred Fawundu, the UN’s Resident Coordinator in Ghana.

Mr. Annan noted that UN peacekeeping “has undergone a dramatic surge in activity,” with six operations currently underway in Africa alone and several others planned.

“The UN is increasingly discharging wide-ranging, complex and often unprecedented tasks,” he said, calling for “sustained and practical” international support for peacekeeping.

A national of Ghana, the Secretary-General said he was “deeply honoured” that the Centre, which was established by the Ghanaian Government and armed forces, has been named after him.

Mr. Annan also praised the international peacekeeping role played by Ghana over the past 40 years. Ghanaians have served in 29 UN missions, while 98 of the country’s personnel have lost their lives in the course of duty.

* * *

DR of Congo

26 January – The United Nations mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), implementing “rapid impact projects,” has renovated a building to house university students and built another to train the deaf.

Starting at the end of September, the mission said, it spent $13,000 renovating the Boyoma student residence at the University of Kisangani. For four months, the UN Organization Mission in the DRC (MONUC) repaired the roof, replaced windows and made the water supply, electricity and sanitation systems workable, so that 190 students now have a decent place to live and study.

During the same period, MONUC spent $30,000 constructing a carpentry building and installing new teaching equipment at the Hope Centre for the Deaf. More than 450 handicapped students and their families would benefit from the project, it said.

William Lacy Swing, the head of MONUC and the Special Representative of UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan, took part in a ceremony to inaugurate the buildings in Kisangani on Friday, the mission said.

* * *

Cyprus

24 January – Secretary-General Kofi Annan held a “constructive” exchange on the subject of Cyprus with the Prime Minister of Turkey in Davos, Switzerland, today, a United Nations spokesman reported.

Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan “indicated his Government’s strong desire for the Turkish Cypriots to resume talks with the Greek Cypriots with a view to resolving outstanding issues by 1 May,” the spokesman said in a statement.

Mr. Annan, who plans to study the Prime Minister’s position carefully, “indicated that his good offices were still open if the parties were to demonstrate the will to conclude, with UN assistance, an agreement, including the holding of referenda, by 1 May,” the spokesman added.

Speaking directly to the press in Davos, Mr. Annan stressed that political will would be required by all. “Obviously, if we are going to have talks, all parties concerned – the Greek and Turkish Cypriots, the motherlands, Turkey and Greece – must be committed to the talks and everyone must show a willingness to sustain the effort and to seek a settlement.”

He added that a settlement to the long-running Cyprus dispute “would not only be in the interests of the Greek and Turkish Cypriots, it would also be in the interests of Turkey and Greece, and improve considerably Turkish relations with the European Union.”

Mr. Annan was also asked to comment on the resignation of United States weapons inspector David Kay. “I was not surprised because he had more or less given a report” to the US authorities, the Secretary-General replied, adding, “I think his report and what he says should be taken seriously.”

* * *

Small islands

26 January – A senior United Nations official today told a conference in the Bahamas on small island developing States (SIDS) that these nations, though facing a set of specific challenges, have a great contribution to make to the global community.

The week-long meeting in Nassau is part of the preparatory process for a meeting slated for later this year in Mauritius to review progress since the adoption, in 1994, of the Barbados Programme of Action for the Sustainable Development of Small Island Developing States.

“For the conference in Barbados, our slogan was ‘Small Islands, Big Issues,’” said Anwarul K. Chowdhury, the Secretary-General of the Mauritius meeting. “For Mauritius, reflecting today’s realities, I would like to adjust it to say: ‘Small Islands, Big Potential.’”

Mr. Chowdhury also acknowledged that in spite of the efforts made by small islands, the expectations for international cooperation for the implementation of the Barbados Programme of Action have not materialized. Mr. Chowdhury revealed that the overall assistance for small islands has fallen from $2.3 billion in 1994 to $1.7 billion in 2002.

“In order to enhance implementation of the priorities that the small islands identify, I urge development partners to enhance official development assistance (ODA) directed towards these countries,” he declared. “I also urge them and the international financial institutions to enhance flows of concessional financing through regional and other multilateral financial institutions to promote the economic growth and human development and enhance the domestic and regional capacities of the small island developing State.”

The UN Under Secretary General for Social and Economic Affairs, Jose Antonio Ocampo, also addressed the Bahamas meeting, which was opened in the presence of the country’s Prime Minister and some 300 representatives of small islands, including several ministers, many donor countries, UN officials, experts and non-governmental organizations (NGO).

The Bahamas forum aims to develop a common platform in preparation for the International Meeting to the 10-year review of the Barbados Programme of Action for the Sustainable Development of the Small Island Developing States to be held in Mauritius from 30 August to 4 September. This conference will address pressing issues for small islands such as the rising level of seas due to global warming, vulnerability to cyclones, trade, tourism, freshwater, energy, transport and communications, good governance and HIV/AIDS.

* * *
UNCTAD

26 January – The competition for foreign investment has intensified so much that many host countries are no longer stipulating that investors help increase exports, provide training, or recruit local staff, according to a new United Nations report.

The study by the UN Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), “Foreign Direct Investment and Performance Requirements: New Evidence from Selected Countries,” analyzes the experiences of Chile, India, Malaysia and South Africa, as well as that of developed countries.

Performance requirements are stipulations that investors meet specified goals as a condition for being allowed to enter or expand in a host country, or for receiving certain advantages.

“While both developed and developing countries have used performance requirements as part of their development policies, the overall trends are similar in the two groups of countries: the incidence of performance requirements has declined and, to the extent that such policy measures are used, they are normally applied as a condition for the receipt of an incentive,” the report says.

In developed countries, most traditional performance requirements have been abolished, the report says. At the same time, however, new strategic measures have been introduced to influence the behaviour of firms, such as the World Trade Organization’s (WTO) “rules of origin” governing anti-dumping, countervailing duties and origin-marking measures and locational incentives.

Some developing countries continue to see the requirements as tools to enhance the benefits obtained from foreign direct investment (FDI). But the report adds that he effectiveness of measures has varied and may discourage investors.

Many developing countries argue that they should have the right to use tools that were available to developed countries when they were industrializing their economies. Developed countries, on the other hand, tend to associate performance requirements with government interventionist strategies of the past and question their effectiveness, it says.

In that regard, some developing countries would like to see greater flexibility in WTO's Trade Related Investment Measures (TRIMs) Agreement to allow developing countries more freedom to apply stipulations that may have been prohibited, UNCTAD says. Other, however, have gone beyond TRIMs in banning certain stipulations.

In a separate development in Mauritius today, 27 government officials and academics from all over Africa started an UNCTAD and University of Mauritius training course on multidisciplinary analyses of trade and development issues, which will end on 11 February.

The first such regional course was organized jointly by UNCTAD and the Economic Commission for Asia and the Pacific in Bangkok, Thailand, in late 2002.

* * *

Bird flu

26 January – Two more human cases of avian influenza, or “bird flu,” have been confirmed in Ho Chi Minh City, Viet Nam – the first to come from the country’s south, the United Nations World Health Organization (WHO) has reported.

The H5N1 virus strain identified in the current outbreak was present in a 13-year-old boy who died last Thursday and in an eight-year-old girl who is hospitalized in stable but critical condition, according to a WHO update posted on Saturday. There is no evidence of human-to-human transmission of the virus.

The two cases join five fatal cases in Hanoi, in Viet Nam’s north, since 30 December. Two boys in Thailand have also been diagnosed as suffering from the disease.

A WHO team in Viet Nam is working with local authorities to conduct epidemiological investigations and assess what control measures are needed.

The nine human cases in Viet Nam and Thailand have emerged at the same time as the H5N1 virus strain has swept through the poultry populations of several Asian countries, including Cambodia, Japan, the Republic of Korea, Thailand and Viet Nam. Millions of birds have died or been slaughtered over the last month.

The first recorded outbreak of H5N1 infection in humans occurred in Hong Kong in 1997, when 18 people developed the disease and six died.

* * *

Somalia

26 January – Condemning the recent murders of women and children in clan-related conflicts in southern Somalia, a senior United Nations official today called for the perpetrators to be brought to justice.

“This is a very disturbing trend and one that has shocked the communities themselves, for both the unusual brutality of the killings and the intentional targeting of women and children,” said Maxwell Gaylard, the UN Resident and Humanitarian Coordinator for Somalia.

Several incidents were confirmed to Mr. Gaylard during a visit last week to Xudur and Waajid villages in the Bakool region of southwestern Somalia, including the horrific killing in December of 10 women in the vicinity of Bay region.

The atrocity was reportedly committed by a militia group of one of the two major sub-clans of the area, apparently in revenge for earlier killings. Other incidents of the abduction and rape of women and children have also been reported to the UN and local human rights organizations, Mr. Gaylard’s Nairobi-based office said.

At a Waajid assembly of elders pursuing peace negotiations, Mr. Gaylard called on Somali leaders to take all possible steps to end the cycle of violence, in particular to safeguard the security and welfare of unarmed civilians, including women and children, and to bring to justice those who have committed crimes against unarmed civilians.

He also welcomed a ceasefire negotiated by elders in the region, and expressed his hope that this would lead to more sustained peace and security.

* * *

Bosnia and Herzegovina

26 January – United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan mourned the death earlier today of Sven Frederiksen, head of the European Union’s police mission to Bosnia and Herzegovina.

Mr. Frederiksen “made a significant contribution to the efforts of the UN to bring peace and stability to the Balkans,” a spokesman for the Secretary-General said in a statement, which also conveyed condolences to Mr. Frederiksen’s family.

A Danish national, Mr. Frederiksen first served with the UN as sector commander of the UN Protection Force (UNPROFOR) in Croatia in 1992. He returned to UNPROFOR in 1994 as Police Commissioner before helping prepare the Dayton Peace Accords for the former Yugoslavia.

Mr. Frederiksen, who had been a distinguished officer with the Danish police service, became Police Commissioner for the UN Interim Administration Mission in Kosovo (UNMIK) in 1999 before becoming Commissioner of the UN International Police Task Force (IPTF) in Bosnia and Herzegovina in 2002.

* * *

Cambodia

26 January – The top United Nations human rights official today condemned the recent murder of a Cambodian trade union leader and appealed to the Cambodian authorities to do their utmost in order to bring the killers and their masters to justice.

“The highest levels of political leadership in the country must send a clear message that those responsible for this murder will be held to account,” said Acting High Commissioner for Human Rights Bertrand Ramcharan. “The problem of impunity remains a central obstacle to the process of building democratic institutions and advancing the enjoyment of human rights under the rule of law in Cambodia.”

Chea Vichea, who presided over the Free Trade Union of Workers of the Kingdom of Cambodia, was shot dead last Thursday, the latest in a series of assassinations and attempted murders of prominent figures in Cambodia over the past year. Mr. Vichea reportedly had received a number of threats to his life in the months prior to his murder.

Pointing also to reports of the murders of a number of local opposition activists in the last six months, Mr. Ramcharan said, “All States have an obligation to protect their citizens from arbitrary deprivation of life, and must be active in providing this protection where an individual has faced serious threats.”

He said a thorough and impartial investigation must be publicly established and undertaken, identifying both those who were responsible for the killing of Mr. Vichea, as well as those who ordered it.

“It is hoped that the prosecutions will take place in a fully transparent manner, in accordance with the due process guarantees contained in the Cambodian Constitution and the international human rights conventions to which Cambodia is a party,” Mr. Ramcharan said.

* * *

Liberia

26 January – Legendary football star George Weah, a Goodwill Ambassador of the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), visited his home country of Liberia over the weekend, where he thanked the UN for coming to the aid of the West African nation and promised to help the country’s young people.

Mr. Weah met Saturday with the chief of the UN Mission in Liberia (UNMIL), Jacques Paul Klein, who congratulated Mr. Weah for his outstanding commitment and dedication to children affected by the 14-year civil conflict.

Mr. Klein also conveyed the UN’s deep appreciation for Mr. Weah’s visit to his home country at a time when peace has finally come to Liberia, but significant challenges remain. Mr. Klein indicated that as Liberia’s most beloved national hero, Mr. Weah would continue to play an important role in inspiring and motivating child ex-combatants to become “useful and productive citizens.”

The UN would be ready to assist the young people once they’ve laid down their weapons, Mr. Klein said. “The talent is in Liberia. Liberia is full of wonderful, decent people; they just lack the opportunity,” he said, adding that through the programmes being offered by the UN, young Liberians could acquire education and training to enable them to play a constructive role in the rebirth of the country.

Mr. Weah thanked the UN for coming to Liberia’s aid in its hour of need and making it safe and stable. He challenged all Liberians to come together to help the UN in its search for lasting peace, and called on all child combatants to disarm.

“Once they are willing, we just need to be prepared to help them after they lay down their arms,” Mr. Weah said, adding, “The UN is taking a good step to help them get back to school.”

Mr. Klein and Mr. Weah pledged to collaborate on future projects benefiting Liberia’s war-affected youth.

* *** *

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 Marie Okabe, Associate Spokesperson for the Secretary-General.

Good Afternoon.

I am sorry I am a little late.  And welcome to our visiting journalists from India and Pakistan.

**SG in Stockholm
I’ll start with the Secretary-General, who is on his way to Paris now.  But earlier today, he says the world must do more to prevent genocide from ever taking place again, including the possibility of having the States that are party to the Genocide Convention to set up a Committee to Prevent Genocide.

In an address to the Stockholm International Forum in Sweden today, the Secretary-General said that genocide has happened in our time, while States even refused to call it by its name, to avoid fulfilling their obligations.

All of us, he said, failed to prevent genocide in Rwanda and in Srebrenica; with the United Nations, he noted, “instead of reinforcing our troops, we withdrew them”.

Although the United Nations has since reformed its peacekeeping work, he added, the day has yet to come when we can say with confidence that the world would respond effectively, when confronted with a new Rwanda or Srebrenica.

The Secretary-General also recommended establishing a special rapporteur on the prevention of genocide, who would report directly to the Security Council.  We have copies of his speech upstairs.

After he gave that speech, the Secretary-General attended a luncheon hosted by the King of Sweden, and, in the afternoon, he had a private meeting with the former UN chief weapons inspector in Iraq, Hans Blix.

He also met with Vidar Helgesen, Norway’s State Secretary for Foreign Affairs, with whom he discussed Norway’s efforts to strengthen the peace process in Sri Lanka, and also spoke about peace prospects in Sudan and the Secretary-General’s high-level panel for change.

Yesterday, when he arrived in Stockholm, the Secretary-General met with Swedish Prime Minister Goran Persson, with whom he discussed Cyprus, UN reform and the UN role in Iraq.  Transcripts of his press encounter after that meeting are upstairs.

The Secretary-General then traveled to Paris, as I mentioned earlier, where tomorrow, he is scheduled to attend a working luncheon, hosted by French President Jacques Chirac, and attend a Global Compact meeting.

**SG in Davos
Before arriving in Stockholm, the Secretary-General had a busy weekend in Davos, Switzerland, where he held bilateral meetings in the margins of the World Economic Forum.

On Saturday, the Secretary-General met with the Turkish Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan, and we put out over the weekend a statement saying that the Secretary-General was encouraged by the constructive exchange they had on Cyprus, in which the Prime Minister indicated his Government’s strong desire for the Turkish Cypriots to resume talks with the Greek Cypriots, with a view to resolving outstanding issues by May 1.

The Secretary-General told the Prime Minister he would study his position carefully, and indicated that his good offices were still open if the parties were to demonstrate the will to conclude an agreement, with UN assistance, including the holding of referenda, by May 1.

And before leaving Davos on Sunday, the Secretary-General had a breakfast with the chief executive officers of some of the world’s largest corporations to discuss the Global Compact.  He challenged them to think of ways to make the Compact more effective.

We should have the Secretary-General’s travel press release from his weekend activities out later today or by tomorrow morning.

**Security Council
Here at UN headquarters, the Security Council is holding an open meeting today on post-conflict reconciliation and the role of the United Nations.

Tuliameni Kalomoh, Assistant Secretary-General for Political Affairs, talked about the need to effectively combine the number of instruments the international community has at its disposal in post-conflict situations.  Tribunals, truth and reconciliation commissions, amnesties, reparations, targeted assistance programmes and the return of displaced persons are a few he mentioned.

Foreign Minister of Chile, Soledad Alvear, speaking in her capacity as Security Council President, also read out a message from Archbishop Desmond Tutu.  We have copies of that statement upstairs.  We also expect a press statement to be read at the end of today’s meeting.

And for the record, late Friday afternoon Chilean Ambassador Heraldo Muñoz, in his capacity as Security Council President, read out two press statements -– one on the Central African Republic and the other on Burundi.  Both are out as press releases.

**Afghanistan
And turning to Afghanistan, the Acting UN Special Representative in Afghanistan, Jean Arnault, was present today when President Hamid Karzai signed the Afghan Constitution, formally putting the document, agreed to earlier this month, into effect.  It took a few weeks for the Constitution to be signed after its adoption, to reconcile the Dari and Pashto versions of the text.

In another issue relating to Afghanistan, the Secretary-General says that, despite some progress made since the fall of the Taliban, women in many parts of Afghanistan continue to face gross violations of their rights, which are seriously hampered by culture, customs and the lack of security.

In a report to the Economic and Social Council, which is out on the racks today, he notes that many Afghan women suffer from domestic violence, and early and forced marriages.

Also today, we have upstairs the press briefing notes from Kabul, which mention the visit to Afghanistan next week of the head of the UN Office on Drugs and Crime.

**UNIFIL
We have an appointment announcement:  Secretary-General Kofi Annan has appointed Major-General Alain Pellegrini of France as Force Commander of the United Nations Interim Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL), to succeed Major-General Lalit Mohan Tewari, who relinquishes his post on 17 February.  We have the new Force Commanders’ bio available upstairs in the Spokesman’s office.

**DSG In India
And then the Deputy Secretary-General is on an official visit to India from 25 to 30 January.  Today, she will be participating in the ceremonies to mark Republic Day.

On Tuesday, she will make the keynote address at the 6th Asian Security Conference organized by the Institute of Defence Studies and Analyses, on the theme United Nations, Multilateralism and International Security.  We have available upstairs embargoed copies of her speech.

And during her visit, the Deputy Secretary-General will meet with Indian government officials, as well as the UN country team.

**Human Rights/Racism conference
Racism, discrimination, xenophobia -- these are some of the topics being addressed at a Human Rights Commission meeting, which began in Geneva today.

Bertrand Ramcharan, the acting High Commissioner for Human Rights, addressed the meeting, which focused on developing tangible anti-racism recommendations in the areas of poverty education, and the issues of standards.  We have copies of his speech upstairs.

**Annan Peacekeeping Centre
And over the weekend, the Kofi Annan International Peacekeeping Centre was opened in Accra, Ghana, and the Secretary-General said he was deeply honoured and moved that a forum to share the experiences of Ghanaian peacekeepers was named after him.

In a message delivered over the weekend, the Secretary-General noted that UN peacekeeping has undergone a dramatic surge in activity, with six major UN operations underway in Africa alone and several more in the planning stages.

**Small Islands conference
The last item I have –- a one-week forum of Small Island Developing States opened this morning in the Bahamas.  Attended by some 300 representatives of small islands, donor countries, non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and experts, the forum is preparing the ground for the International Conference for the 10-year review of the Barbados Programme of Action on Small Islands, to be held in Mauritius in August.

The conference will address pressing environmental issues for small islands such as the rising sea levels due to global warming and vulnerability to cyclones, as well as matters of good governance, trade, tourism, transport, communications, and the incidence of HIV/AIDS.

And that’s all I have for you today.  Can I take your questions?  Yes?

Questions and Answers
Question:  Marie, there is tremendous anticipation over when and how the Secretary-General will respond to last week’s request to send an electoral team to Iraq.  I saw the transcript of the press opportunity in Stockholm in which the Secretary-General said “I think in fact today or tomorrow or by Tuesday”.  Can we conclude now at noon here and five o’clock, six o’clock in Europe that it probably will not be today?

Associate Spokesman:  Well, as I said, he is just taking off where he is on the way from Stockholm to Paris.  So, it is towards the end of the day in Paris.  So, as of now that’s all I can tell you.  He mentioned last night he would be making his decision between then and Tuesday.  I’ll try to get something a little bit more definitive for you by the end of the evening in Paris.

Question:  Even if it’s just for (inaudible), in other words not to be repeated but just unofficially.

Associate Spokesman:  Yes, absolutely.

Question:  Thank you.

Associate Spokesman:  Anything else?  Yes, Bill?

Question:  The Turkish Prime Minister, Mr. Erdogan has asked the Secretary-General to select a new negotiator for their process there.  Is the Secretary-General going to respond positively to that request and appoint someone?

Associate Spokesman:  On that, I’d like to refer you to the Secretary-General’s remarks he made.  He made some fairly extensive remarks following his meeting on Saturday.  And in addition we have the official statement upstairs.  Yes?

Question:  Marie, you refer to the high-level panel for change.  What’s the latest in there?

Associate Spokesman:  I think we flagged to you in ‘The Week Ahead’ that there may be some members, I can’t remember their names right now, of the high-level panel here for an NGO/DPI conference this week.  If you go upstairs, I think we can pull that information out for you and may be you can ask them in person. 

[She later told the correspondent that panel member David Hannay is scheduled to speak this Thursday at the DPI/NGO briefing at UN Headquarters

Anything else?  If not, have a good afternoon.  Thank you.

* *** *
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