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Xinhua

UNEP endeavors to reform fishing subsidies system
    GENEVA, April 27 (Xinhuanet) -- The United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) is holding a workshop here on Monday and Tuesday to review the various possible approaches and to reform the current fishing subsidies system. 

    More than 100 diplomats, trade and fisheries experts and environmentalists participated in the workshop, and will resume talks on international fishing subsidies at Geneva-based World Trade Organization Wednesday, UNEP said in a press release. 

    Participants are also taking a detailed look at the various effects resulting from current subsidies, including subsidies for fisheries infrastructure, management services, access to foreign countries' waters, decommissioning of vessels, capital costs, income support and price supports. 

    Thanks to both analytical and diplomatic advances, UNEP said, a growing consensus has emerged over the past two years on the role of fishing subsidies in distorting trade, creating overcapacity in fishing fleets and encouraging unsustainable levels of fishing. 

    Seventy-five percent of the world's commercially important fish stocks are described by the Food and Agriculture Organization as either fully fished, overexploited, depleted or slowly recovering. 

    Fishing subsidies can often encourage this over-exploitation, and can also undermine food security, destroy jobs in the fisheries sector, increase poverty and distort markets, said UNEP. 

    "It is no longer a question of whether, but of how international cooperation to reform fishing subsidies should move forward," said UNEP Executive Director Klaus Toepfer. 

    "While the problem is complex, it is time to build on the growing momentum for reform by restructuring subsidy programs in ways that reduce incentives for overexploiting the world's increasingly depleted fisheries," he added. Enditem 
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ALLAFRICA

Minister Launches National Forest Body 

New Vision (Kampala) 
NEWS
April 27, 2004 
Posted to the web April 27, 2004 

By Gerald Tenywa
Kampala 
STATE Minister for Environment Jeje Odongo yesterday launched the National Forest Authority (NFA). 

The NFA, a semi autonomous body replacing the Forest Department, will be run with a sh25b grant from donors in the next four years. 

Odongo said colonialists set up the Forest Department about a century ago but it was faced with problems which saw the forest cover recede from 45% to 20%. 

He called for the revitalisation of the forestry department, which has suffered institutional weaknesses, corruption and under-funding by the forest department. 

He also launched the District Forestry Services ahead of the recruitment of staff by the districts, which will manage forests outside the mandate of the NFA. 

The European Union representative, Christer Hermansson, said the donors included the Norwegian development agency, NORAD, DFID and the EU, provided the grant to make the Authority self-sustaining. 

"The NFA has been created to improve the management of the central forest reserves. As a semi autonomous institution, the it will have management freedom that is not possible within the public service," Hermalssen said. 

Water, Lands, and Environment Permanent Secretary ENG. Bezalel Kabanda, said DFID had provided funds to cater for Forest Department staff which will not be absorbed by the NFA. 

Kabanda said the creation of the NFA was the climax of the reforms in forestry, which begun more than five years ago and resulted into the formation of a new policy. 

He said the NFA would manage 30% of the forests and the remaining 70%, most which lies on private land, would be run with the guidance of the District Forestry Services. 

Dr. John Kaboggoza, the head of the board of Directors of NFA, said this was a fundamental change and through partnerships NFA would help to promote the use of forests to eradicate poverty. 

Odongo led the dignitaries including Peter Acquah, a senior programme officer at the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) to plant 10 trees at the NPA offices at Bugolobi. 

Business Wire
April 27, 2004 Tuesday

Environment Writers; Education Writers
LENGTH: 472 words
HEADLINE: Florida Students Are Finalists in Volvo Adventure Environmental Award Competition; Win Trip to Sweden to Compete against Students from 14 CountriesChris Brown, 14, and Michael Brown, 12, of Boynton Beach, and Daniel Perez, 14, of West Palm Beach explain how debris in storm drains leads to water pollution. The team will travel this week to Sweden to present their project and compete for $10,000 in the Volvo Adventure finals, a global environmental competition. Fifteen finalist teams were chosen from 170 entries, representing 34 countries.

DATELINE: WEST PALM BEACH, Fla., April 27, 2004

BODY:
A group of Palm Beach county students, ages 12-14, will represent the United States in Sweden on May 3, 2004, at the Volvo Adventure Environmental Award Competition -- a global environmental competition for youth.

The group of Palm Beach students, known as Earth Force Youth Advisory Board (YAB), was chosen as one of 15 teams from over 170 entries representing 34 countries. All 15 finalist teams will be in Sweden to make presentations to a panel of environmental judges and contribute to the Volvo Adventure Statement to World Leaders to be presented to the United Nations Environment Program. 

Earth Force YAB, submitted the project "South Florida's Water Quality: A Life, Leisure, Legacy," which focuses on non-point source pollution in Lake Worth Lagoon. After researching the different sources of contamination and the impacts of water pollution, the students took action by installing placards on storm drain inlets that read "No dumping; Drains to Lake Worth Lagoon." The students began by posting 83 placards along bordering streets of Lake Worth Lagoon, and have now expanded the project to include the City of West Palm Beach. To date, Earth Force YAB has posted over 500 storm drain placards.

"We have prepared a survey to measure public knowledge of run-off pollution and we will monitor and compare results of water quality tests to determine the on-going improvement of water quality," said Luke Hamlin, Earth Force YAB project coordinator.

Earth Force YAB will make a presentation at the Volvo Adventure conference in Sweden to the panel of environmental judges, including representatives from the United Nations Environmental Program and World Wide Foundation. The judges will award the top three teams with grants of $10,000, $6,000 and $4,000 respectively.

The American students representing Earth Force YAB in Sweden are Christopher Brown, 14, Michael Brown, 12, (both of Boynton Beach) and Daniel Perez, 14, (of West Palm Beach).

Earth Force is a national non-profit organization sponsored locally by Pine Jog Environmental Education Center, a division of Florida Atlantic University's College of Education.

Volvo Adventure is an Internet-based global environmental competition for young people, aged 10 to 16. The purpose of Volvo Adventure is to increase environmental awareness amongst young people worldwide, as well as encourage young people to take on practical projects that will demonstrate they can make a difference to the environment in which they live.

Volvo Adventure is a joint project between AB Volvo and Volvo Cars. More information about Volvo Adventure is available at www.volvoadventure.org.  

CONTACT: Freeman/McCue Public Relations for Volvo Adventure
Tracy Caywood, 714-557-3663, ext. 211  
  _________________________________________________________________________________________
Reinsurance Magazine
May 1, 2004

CLAIMS; WEATHER; ASIAN DUST STORMS MOUNT.

BODY:
Scientists studying the dust storms that affect north-east Asia have warned of potential health hazards to the region's population.

Dust and sand storms have been causing misery in the area for several centuries, as high winds spread debris over a wide area. However, it is now thought that the storms are combining with man-made pollution such as soot and exhaust particles to create severe air quality problems. The United Nations Environment Programme (Unep) is now studying the situation.

According to the World Health Organisation there are more than 500,000 premature deaths a year in Asia from outdoor air pollution which includes the storms. Other effects include grounding aircraft, closing businesses and damaging crops.

Many of the storms originate in Mongolia, before moving eastwards and have increased over the past few decades. As a result of the recent rise, the governments of China, Japan, South Korea and Mongolia have agreed to set up a dust and sandstorm monitoring and early warning system, backed by Unep and the Asian Development Bank.
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UNEP promises aid to Niger Basin Authority

Paris, France (PANA) - The UN Environment Programme (UNEP) has promised technical and institutional assistance to the Niger Basin Authority (NBA) which began a summit on Monday in Paris.

"We want to assist you in the integrated development of water resources in the Niger basin and provide the necessary technical and institutional support to the Niger Basin Authority," UNEP Executive Director Klaus Topfer told the summit on Tuesday.

He stressed that the integrated management approach adopted by the nine NBA member states is in line with the spirit of the New Partnership for Africa's Development (NEPAD) and falls under the various aspects of UNEP's support to the regional organisation.

"As part of our actions under the Global Environment Fund and with the support of our development partners, we will strengthen our assistance to the NBA in the implementation of specific projects and programmes such as environmental evaluation, capacity building and technological support," Topfer said.

He added that UNEP's support would aim at food security and poverty reduction in order to "foster economic progress in the riparian countries of the Niger river."

"We will work to mobilise financial resources in the context of  initiatives such as the Africa-EU strategic partnership in the water sector, African water facilities, the rural water and sanitation initiative, water for African cities and the G-8 water action plan," Topfer promised.

According to him, the capacity building programme jointly developed by UNEP and the African Conference of Ministers of Environment will make it possible to provide an effective response to the concerns raised by participants at the Paris summit on the Niger river.

"I am sure that the implementation of the action plan of the environment initiative under NEPAD will help solve many problems facing Africa, especially in the search for solutions to the difficulties in the Niger basin," Topfer explained.

Other development partners attending the NBA summit including the EU, the World Bank and the African Development Bank also promised support to the Authority.

The Niger Basin Authority, which adopted during the opening of the summit a declaration entitled "Principles of Management and Good Governance for Sustainable Development of the Niger Basin", groups Benin, Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Chad, Cote d'Ivoire, Guinea, Mali, Niger and Nigeria.

About 110 million people live along the banks of the Niger river engaged include fishing, farming and navigation, according to French official figures, which estimate that the number will reach 200 million by 2020.
_________________________________________________________________________________________

RFI

La bonne gouvernance sauvera le Niger

Les neuf dirigeants africains de l'Autorité du bassin du fleuve Niger (ABN), n'ont pas attendu la fin de la conférence pour signer la «Déclaration de Paris» dans laquelle ils s'engagent à «un développement durable et partagé». 
La «Déclaration de Paris» n'a souffert d'aucune réserve de personne et n'a pas fait non plus l'objet d'un débat soutenu entre les pays membres de l'Autorité du bassin du Niger. Tout le monde était d'accord sur tout. Juste après les discours des uns et des autres, un texte a été présenté aux chefs d'Etat et de gouvernement qui se sont succédé à tour de rôle à la tribune officielle pour parapher le document. «Les principes de gestion et de bonne gouvernance pour un développement durable et partagé du bassin du Niger» ont été admis à l'unanimité. Il est difficile de ne pas adhérer à une telle vertu politique. La Déclaration de Paris n'en a donc pas l'économie et tout au long des neuf alinéas a égrainé les principes de bonnes intentions pour une meilleure exploitation des ressources du fleuve Niger. 

Ce chapelet de généralités consensuelles ressemble plus à un code de règlement intérieur devant régir les relations entre membres de l'association qu'à un document de travail. Par exemple, l'alinéa cinq prévoit la soumission au groupe des grands projets «pour consultation préalable», en indiquant aussi la marche à suivre pour y parvenir, sans oublier, deux alinéas plus loin, qu'il faudrait privilégier en cas de différend «la conciliation et la médiation». Enfin, l'ABN s'impose de se renseigner auprès des autres institutions régionales «pour s'assurer de la cohérence d'ensemble des stratégies d'intégration économique». Il fallait y penser.

Mais l'intérêt de ce sommet de Paris réside plutôt dans les discours prononcés et les appels au secours lancés devant un parterre d'institutions sensibles aux questions de pauvreté et de développement. Romano Prodi, président de la Commission européenne a promis d'appuyer comme la France, les initiatives à venir. Les représentants de la Banque mondiale, de la Banque africaine de développement, du PNUD, du PNUE et d'autres internationales financières étaient à Paris et ne doutent pas qu'ils seront bientôt sollicités pour le financement de nouveaux projets. En effet, pour assurer un développement viable et durable des ressources du fleuve et travailler à sa survie, il apparaît aujourd'hui indispensable d'investir dans les équipements hydrauliques de bonne technologie et dans la maîtrise des techniques agricoles. 

L'allègement des pressions exercées sur le fleuve impliquent également des programmes sociaux et de développement rural, que les dirigeants évitent d'aborder clairement lors des grandes conférences, préférant traiter l'urgence. Mettre la communauté internationale devant le fait accompli, c'est-à-dire l'extrême pauvreté et le manque total de moyens sont l'arme utilisée par les demandeurs qui ont épuisé le capital confiance que le secteur privé avait placé en eux. Or, le bassin du fleuve Niger, 1 500 000 km², a besoin d'équipements et d'investissements qui ne seront amortis qu'entre 30 et 50 ans et qui ne dégageront que de faibles marges. C'est pourquoi le secteur, privé plus prompt à débloquer des fonds, se retient. Mais face à l'urgence, c'est l'aide publique internationale qui jouera le premier rôle. Les risques ainsi couverts permettront au secteur privé de s'impliquer dans certains financements. L'ABN espère de la Banque mondiale, de la BAD, du PNUD ou du PNUE que la caution de la France les incitera à soutenir encore une fois de nouveaux projets.

Gérer l'urgence
Promouvoir une meilleure gestion des ressources du fleuve Niger et travailler aux équilibres nécessaires ont depuis très longtemps suscité une certaine préoccupation. A l'époque coloniale, en 1950 avait été créée à Bamako, au Mali, la Mission d'étude et d'aménagement du Niger (MEAN). Cet organisme avait pour mission l'élaboration d'un plan directeur d'aménagement du Niger de sa source en Guinée à la frontière entre le Niger (futur Etat) et le Nigeria. Mais le MEAN disparaît avec les indépendances en 1960, pour laisser la place en octobre 1963 à «l'Acte de Niamey». On y parlait déjà de l'utilisation des ressources du fleuve. En novembre 1964, les Etats riverains du fleuve ont créé la «Commission du fleuve Niger» (CFN), dont le but était «d'encourager, de promouvoir et de coordonner les études et les programmes relatifs aux travaux de mise en valeur des ressources du bassin».

Mais les résultats assez décevant de cette CFN ont conduit les chefs d'Etat à créer une nouvelle structure en 1980, à Faranah en Guinée, l'Autorité de bassin du Niger, dont le siège est établi à Niamey, la capitale du Niger. Les mêmes objectifs que les anciennes structures sont repris en des termes différents, avec une nouvelle dimension, l'écologie et le développement durable. Les années de sécheresse dans les pays du Sahel et la conjoncture économique difficile des années 80 et 90, ont conduit les chefs d'Etat réunis à Abuja (Nigeria) en février 2002, à recommander à l'ABN une «vision partagée» pour renforcer la coopération entre les Etats et tirer le meilleur parti des ressources du bassin.

Autour du fleuve Niger, les mêmes intentions ont toujours préoccupé les esprits, mais sans résultats probants. Ensablement, baisse de pluviométrie, sécheresse ont été pressentis mais la mise en valeur des ressources de ce fleuve n'ont jamais été une grande priorité pour les Etats qui aujourd'hui doivent gérer «l'urgence». Les pressions exercées par les populations qui fuient ailleurs la précarité entament, malgré eux, la vie du fleuve, préjudiciable pour tout le monde. A Paris, les dirigeants africains semblent en avoir pris conscience et attendent au moins 32 millions de dollars pour recréer autour du Niger un cadre de vie décent. 

Xinhuanet

Le PNUE appelle à l'accélération des réformes en matière de subventions aux pêcheries   
GENEVE, 27 avril (XINHUANET) -- Le Programme des Nations Unies pour l'environnement (PNUE) a appelé mardi à l'accélération des réformes en matière de subventions aux pêcheries à l'échelle nationale et internationale, selon un communiqué de presse publié à Genève. 

Les progrès accomplis sur le plan analytique et diplomatique ont permis, au cours des deux dernières années, de faire davantage reconnaître que les subventions aux pêcheries contribuent à fausser le commerce, à créer une surcapacité des flottes de pêche et à encourager une exploitation de pêcheries non durable, a indiqué le PNUE dans ce document. 

"Le problème est complexe mais il faut saisir l'opportunité d'engager des réformes en restructurant les programmes de subventions de telle manière qu'ils contribuent à réduire les incitations à la surexploitation des pêcheries, car celles-ci s'amenuisent de jour en jour à l'échelle de la planète", a déclaré le directeur exécutif du PNUE, Klaus Toepfer. Fin 

 
________________________________________________________________________________________

Invertia

ONU - PESCA
Reclaman medidas urgentes contra las subvenciones a la pesca
Martes, 27 de Abril de 2004, 10h05 
Fuente: EFE

Ginebra, 27 abr (EFECOM).- El Programa de Naciones Unidas para el Medio Ambiente (PNUMA) reclamó hoy una reforma urgente de las subvenciones a la pesca para contrarrestar la sobre-explotación de los recursos marinos.
El PNUMA se sumó en esa crítica a expertos en comercio, diplomáticos y organizaciones ecologistas que participaron hoy en un seminario en Ginebra, donde mañana, miércoles, el comité de normas de la Organización Mundial del Comercio (OMC) debe ocuparse precisamente de los subsidios pesqueros.

En dicho seminario, el director ejecutivo del PNUMA, el alemán Klaus Toepfer, abogó por una estrecha cooperación entre la OMC, la Organización de la ONU para la Agricultura y la Alimentación (FAO), los organismos encargados de la gestión de la pesca a nivel regional y el propio Programa de las Naciones Unidas para el Medio Ambiente.

Las subvenciones a las flotas pesqueras totalizan al año unos 20.000 millones de dólares, lo que representa cerca de una cuarta parte de la producción global pesquera, que es de 85.000 millones, dijo, por su parte, en rueda de prensa Cornelia Quennet-Thielen, directora general adjunta del ministerio alemán del Medio Ambiente.

Desde 1960, el consumo mundial de pescado ha aumentado un 240 por ciento, y aunque la demanda sigue en continuo aumento las capturas se han estabilizado y tienden incluso a disminuir por culpa de la sobre-explotación de los océanos, se señaló en la reunión.

Según la FAO, un 75 por ciento de los recursos pesqueros importantes están o bien totalmente agotados, sometidos a sobre-explotación, en declive o en proceso de lenta reconstitución.

Ello tiene consecuencias muy negativas sobre todo para los países en desarrollo, para cuya población ese alimento representa una fuente importante de proteínas -en muchos países africanos o asiáticos hasta la mitad de las mismas procede del consumo de pescado-.

Al mismo tiempo, la pesca constituye una importante fuente de divisas para muchos de esos países, señalan los expertos.

Según el PNUMA, los subsidios más perniciosos desde el punto de vista de la conservación de los recursos marinos son los que premian la construcción y modernización de las flotas pesqueras ya que crean nuevas capacidades de captura en un plazo de tiempo récord.

Son igualmente nocivos los programas de apoyo a los precios, que los elevan artificialmente e incentivan las capturas, así como los subsidios al combustible ya que con ellos se fomentan los viajes a zonas pesqueras más alejadas, con buques frigoríficos y se aumenta la capacidad de las flotas.

Los participantes en el seminario denunciaron las subvenciones a las grandes potencias pesqueras porque contribuyen a poner peligro la seguridad alimentaria de los países en desarrollo, eliminan empleos en el sector, aumentan la pobreza y perturban los mercados igual que ocurre con los subsidios a la agricultura.

El diálogo internacional sobre las ayudas a la pesca fue relanzado en noviembre de 2001 cuando en la conferencia de la Organización Mundial del Comercio en Doha, los ministros asistentes reconocieron la necesidad de "clarificar y perfeccionar las disciplinas relativas a las subvenciones pesqueras habida cuenta de la importancia del sector para los países en desarrollo".

Al año siguiente, la Cumbre Mundial sobre el Desarrollo Sostenible de Johannesburgo propugnó la supresión de las "subvenciones que contribuyen a la pesca ilegal, no declarada ni reglamentada, así como a la sobreexplotación" e instaron a la OMC a tomar medidas al respecto. EFECOM jr/mmg/--

__________________________________________________________________________________________

Inter Press Service

DEVELOPMENT: PLEDGES NEGLECTED, U.N. CONFERENCE HEARS 

By Thalif Deen 

977 words 

26 April 2004

English

(c) 2004 Global Information Network 

UNITED NATIONS, Apr. 24, 2004 (IPS/GIN) -- The international community, accused of reneging on its commitments to fight environmental degradation, has come under heavy fire at a series of meetings of the U.N. Commission on Sustainable Development (CSD) now in session. 

"The world needs to more than double its spending -- from the current 16 billion dollars to 33 billion dollars -- if it is to achieve its 2015 target of halving the proportion of people without access to sanitation and drinking water," says Jose Antonio Ocampo, U.N. Under-Secretary-General for Economic and Social Affairs. 

"Stronger political will and more effective institutions, however crucial to progress, must be matched by additional financial resources," Ocampo told delegates this week. 

But most western donors, far from increasing financial assistance, have been progressively chopping their development aid budgets over the last few years. 

The CSD is holding a two-week long session to assess how the world has fared on issues relating to water, sanitation and human settlements since the World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD) in South Africa two years ago. 

The promises made at the WSSD -- including additional resources, transfer of technology and rebuilding environmental infrastructure in the world's poorer nations -- have remained largely unfulfilled, say environmental activists and third world diplomats. 

"Despite water, sanitation and human settlements being such a crucial life and death issue in many parts of the world and affecting security in many regions, they are not real priorities in the minds of the big players," Saradha Iyer of the Third World Network (TWN) told IPS. 

"A sort of misplaced emphasis you might say, but that is the reality," she added. 

Malaysia-based TWN is one of scores of international non-governmental organisations (NGOs) participating in a series of CSD meetings scheduled to conclude Apr. 30. 

The CSD session is a non-negotiating round of talks, because, said Iyer, "it only means that the rich do not want to talk about finance issues or be asked to stick to their part of the global bargain." 

The global bargain included a pledge by western donors to increase official development assistance (ODA) -- currently averaging about 56 billion dollars annually -- to developing nations. 

During the 1990s ODA for water and sanitation continued to decline, Borge Brende, CSD chair and Norwegian Environment Minister, told reporters. 

Total investments in water and sanitation in the developing world today amount to about 15 billion dollars annually, with five billion dollars coming from ODA. The remaining 10 billion dollars came from national sources, he said. 

"Poor people paid dearly for drinking water. Something was definitely wrong when the poor in the slums wound up paying more for water bottles than for gasoline," Brende said. 

Rich nations have grudgingly accepted the particular role they must play in tackling the pressing environmental problems facing the planet, said Tony Juniper of Friends of the Earth International. 

"But considering the wealth and power of these countries, their performance is truly lamentable," he added in a statement released here. 

Brende said that three to four million people die each year from waterborne diseases. The social costs are severe, representing an economic loss of about 16 billion dollars a year globally, he added. 

"More than half the hospital beds in the world are filled with people with water-related diseases. That clearly demonstrates the link between the water target and the health target," said the CSD chairman. 

The statistics cranked out at the meeting -- summing up the post-WSSD global environment -- are staggering. 

Some 2.4 billion people -- nearly two-thirds of the developing world -- lack access to basic sanitation. In India alone, nearly 700 million people defecate in the open, and about 700,00 Indian children die every year from diarrhoea and dehydration. 

At the same time, nearly one billion people, 32 percent of the world's population, live in slums. This figure is expected to rise to two billion by 2030. 

Half of the population in Mumbai today lives in slums, said Arputham Jocking, president of the Indian National Slum Dwellers Federation. Much had been said about community participation but governments had done little about it, he added. 

"Why continue to listen to that kind of crap," Jocking said, pointing out that slum dwellers in Mumbai were successfully implementing a self-help project. 

"It is very clear that developing nations still face immense challenges," Ambassador Nasser Abdulaziz Al-Nasser of Qatar told IPS. 

Speaking on behalf of the 133 developing nations that comprise the Group of 77, Al-Nasser said: "For developing countries to move ahead, the international community would need to fulfil its commitments to increase its support in finance, technology transfers and capacity building." 

That is a necessary and important complement to the efforts undertaken by developing countries themselves, he added. 

"Despite their best efforts, however, people in the world's poorest countries require more support from the international community to overcome water scarcity, natural disasters and other perennial problems that threaten their existence," the ambassador said. 

Responding to the criticisms, Gilbert Parent of Canada said bilateral and multilateral organisations were playing a key role in assisting developing nations meet the internationally-agreed goals of the WSSD. 

"To meet these goals, however, the international community needed effective global monitoring systems," he added. 

The United States has consistently maintained that developing nations should harness the power of public-private partnerships and join hands with the private sector to achieve the goals. 

At a press conference in Washington on Wednesday, World Bank President James Wolfensohn criticised what he called "a growing imbalance in global spending" by the international community. 

The world's governments, he said, now spend about 900 billion dollars annually on the military, 300 billion dollars on agricultural subsidies to farmers -- but only 56 billion dollars on development assistance to the poor. _________________________________________________________________________________________

Associated Press

EU Resolves Expansion Issues With Russia
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By ROBERT WIELAARD
 Writer

April 27, 2004, 11:48 PM EDT

LUXEMBOURG -- Five days before its historic eastward expansion, the European Union resolved lingering disputes with Russia about the EU absorbing former Soviet satellites and republics. 

Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov and EU officials signed an accord extending the EU-Russia partnership accord to Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Hungary, the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Slovenia, Cyprus and Malta, which join May 1. 

The accord removes final Russian misgivings about the EU embracing former allies. 

Under the deal, the EU drops customs duties on cargo shipments between Russia and Kaliningrad which becomes a Russian Baltic Sea enclave in the EU. 

It also lowers trade tariffs, raises Russian steel quotas, eases the impact of antidumping duties and leaves intact existing contracts for the supply of nuclear materials with the new EU states. 

The EU also pledged to guarantee language rights for Russian speakers in Estonia and Latvia in a joint declaration issued after Lavrov met with Brian Cowen, the Irish foreign minister whose country holds the EU presidency. 

"The EU and the Russian Federation welcome EU membership (for the newcomers) as a firm guarantee for the protection of human rights and the protection of persons belonging to minorities," the declaration said. 

Officials from both sides hailed the extension of the EU-Russia accord to the new EU members as an important stepping stone to ever closer relations. 

Lavrov told reporters that "as of May 1 the transport of cargo to and from Kaliningrad will be simpler and cheaper." He added he was confident EU expansion will not lead to a loss of business for Russian exporters due to the trade concessions in the new agreement. 

The Kaliningrad cargo transit deal follows a modified visa regime for passenger travel through the region that will be surrounded by the EU when Lithuania and Poland join Saturday. 

The reaction in Estonia and Latvia, two countries Moscow has accused of mistreating their sizable Russian-minority populations, was positive. 

"Latvia congratulates this partnership pact between the EU and Russia and is very satisfied with the way it was organized," Latvian President Vaira Vike-Freiberga said. 

"We are very happy," Estonian Foreign Minister Kristiina Ojuland said. 

The EU will now focus on a May 21 EU-Russia summit to launch closer cooperation in four key areas: economic matters, justice and home affairs, external security and research and education. 

Lavrov said he looked forward to visa-free travel between the EU and Russia. That, however, is not an priority for the EU which wants Russia to first tighten controls on its long, porous borders first and make Russian passports harder to forge. 

The EU is also pushing Russia to join the World Trade Organization and ratify the Kyoto Protocol, the U.N. global warming treaty. _________________________________________________________________________________________

International Herald Tribune

Russia signals a shift on EU expansion
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MOSCOW The European Union and Russia agreed on Tuesday to extend their economic and political relationship to the Union's 10 new members, most of them former Soviet republics or satellites. 

.

The agreement, the subject of sometimes contentious debate in recent months, averted what could have become a diplomatic and economic conflict when the 10 countries, many of them with longstanding ties to Russia, officially join the EU on Saturday. 

.

Russia's foreign minister, Sergei Lavrov, and Union officials signed the agreement during a meeting in Luxembourg. The agreement resolves some, though not all, of Russia's concerns about the impact the Union's enlargement will have on its economy, especially on trade with countries once firmly under Moscow's sway. 

.

Lavrov said that by signing the agreement, Russia had minimized the negative consequences of enlargement, signaling a shift, at least diplomatically, in Russia's attitude to an expanding Europe. 

.

Only a few weeks ago officials were warning that the Union's enlargement could cost Russia's economy $150 million to $300 million a year in trade, mainly because of the extension of Union-wide quotas and tariffs to countries where Russia has separate trade agreements. Last week, however, Russia's minister of trade and economic development, German Gref, suggested the impact would in the end be negligible. 

.

Russia had threatened not to amend the Partnership and Cooperation Agreement - a document signed with the EU's current 15 members in 1994 that regulates relations between the two sides - to include the new members unless the Union addressed a list of 14 specific concerns. 

.

In the end, Russia agreed to extend the agreement, while the two sides agreed to address its objections in a separate, nonbinding statement. 

.

The statement noted that on average tariffs on Russian imports would fall to 4 percent, from 9 percent now. Among other things, it also affirmed a previous agreement to allow Russia free transit of goods to Kaliningrad, the isolated Baltic enclave nestled between two new Union members, Poland and Lithuania. 

.

The statement, however, made it clear that some important issues were left for negotiations, including tariffs on Russian agriculture and the shipment of nuclear fuel to reactors in Eastern Europe. 

.

"A normal person cannot achieve full satisfaction," Lavrov said, the Interfax news agency reported from Luxembourg. "A feeling of healthy dissatisfaction is essential for effective work. The main thing is to be moving in the direction outlined in the statement." 

.

Sergei Karaganov, deputy director of the Institute of Europe in Moscow, said it was unlikely that Russia would have risked abandoning the partnership agreement, which is due to expire in 2007, but even so the EU "met Russia half way on its economic grievances." 

.

Another contentious issue involved not trade, but rather the status of ethnic Russians in the newly expanded Union, especially in Latvia and Estonia. Many of the Russians who settled there when the countries were Soviet states face what officials in Moscow say are violations of their rights. 

.

Russia pressed the EU for a pledge to encourage "social integration" of ethnic minorities in the new member states, but officials in Latvia and Estonia resisted. The statement instead simply said the two sides underlined "their commitment to the protection of human rights and the protection of persons belonging to minorities." 

.

President Vladimir Putin of Russia and other officials have put Europe at the center of Russia's foreign policy. They have accepted, if grudgingly, the expansion not only of the Union, but also of NATO, which last month welcomed the former Soviet republics of Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia. 

.

They have also voiced lingering wariness about living on the other side of what some have described as a new Iron Curtain in Europe. Karaganov said some in the Russian establishment view the EU as a hulking, hidebound bureaucracy whose interests do not necessarily coincide with Russia's. 

.

In addition to the Baltic countries, the Union's new members include the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, Slovenia and Slovakia, all states or territories once part of the Soviet sphere. Malta and Cyprus are the other new members. 

.

Serious divisions between Russia and Europe remain, especially over the World Trade Organization and the Kyoto treaty to reduce emissions of gases linked to climate change. But the flurry of negotiations leading up to Tuesday's agreement appeared to signal the eagerness on both sides to avoid an open rift. 

.

"The EU and Russia reaffirm their commitment to ensure that EU enlargement will bring the EU and Russia closer together in a Europe without dividing lines," their joint statement said. 

.
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ENS

25 Member European Union Faces Environmental Challenges 
DUBLIN, Ireland, April 27, 2004 (ENS) - On Saturday, 10 new countries will become part of the European Union, bringing the number of member states to 25. Cyprus, Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Slovakia, and Slovenia will officially enter the EU during a Day of Welcomes in Dublin and across Ireland, which currently holds the six month rotating EU Presidency. 

Dublin will host a fireworks extravaganza on Friday night and a multi-denominational religious service Saturday morning. Next comes a news conference with the three Presidents - President of the European Council Bertie Ahern, the President of the European Commission Romano Prodi, and the President of the European Parliament Pat Cox. 
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Irish Prime Minister Bertie Ahern presides over the European Council as the European Union enlarges to the east, taking in 10 new member states. (Image courtesy Irish Presidency)
In the afternoon the Official Enlargement Ceremony will be held for all heads of state and government at the residence of Irish President Mary McAleese. And throughout the weekend, each of the 10 new member states will be welcomed into the EU with a cultural program hosted by one of 10 Irish towns and cities. 

When the celebrating is over, the newly enlarged European Union, inhabited by 75 million additional people, will settle down to handling the challenges of governance, many of them environmental. 

Preparing for accession, the 10 new member states have integrated EU environmental laws into their national legislation. 

The greatest challenge for the new EU members now is to retain their natural resources while offering their citizens opportunities for improved well-being, says IUCN-The World Conservation Union. 

From its headquarters in Gland, Switzerland, a country that is not an EU member, the IUCN has prepared an assessment of what enlargement will mean for European biodiversity. 

The total area of the new member states is 738,592 square kilometers (285,172 square miles), which is roughly 23 percent of the original 15 EU states. The IUCN says the new EU member states represent a large proportion of Europe’s remaining natural wealth. "The new members harbor about one fifth of the continent’s forests, have ample freshwater resources, and are rich in animal and plant diversity," the organization says. 

The IUCN maintains the world's most comprehensive database of the status of species, the IUCN Red List of Threatened Species. Some 780 European species are listed as species of global conservation concern, the IUCN says. 
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Two lynx in Romania's Carparthian Mountains (Photo courtesy UNEP)
Of these, 64 animals and plants, including the Iberian lynx, the Mediterranean monk seal, the common sawfish, the Baltic sturgeon, and the Spengler's freshwater mussel, are classed as critically endangered – the top threat category in the IUCN Red List. 

Once abundant throughout Europe, brown bears are now restricted to three main populations, in the Carpathians, the Balkans and Scandinavia. The IUCN estimates that a total of 12,800 bears survive in the wild. 

The Romanian Carpathian Mountains cover 1.4 percent of Europe’s territory but are home to 43 percent of the remaining bears, 30 per cent of the wolves and 30 percent of the lynxes in Europe, excluding Russia, the IUCN says. Romania is not an accession country at this time, but it is a candidate country and is involved in the accession process. Romania's objective is EU membership in 2007. 

Wolves also inhabit these three regions, together with the Iberian Peninsula and Italy. The IUCN estimates their numbers at about 9,800. 

Lynx are found today mainly in the Carpathians and in Fennoscandia which stretches across parts of northern Norway, Sweden, Finland and Russia. Of these, only Sweden and Finland are EU member states. 

In other parts of Europe, large carnivores are rare and live in small isolated populations. 
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Moufflons, the national animal of Cyprus, in the mountain area of Paphos. (Photo by Katia Christodoulou courtesy European Commission)
About 18 percent of the current EU’s land surface is designated under NATURA 2000, a European network of protected areas. The IUCN points out that the new EU member states risk losing potential NATURA 2000 sites, and the species of high conservation value which they contain, due to rapid infrastructure development, the consequences of which would be "very serious for European biodiversity," the organization says. 

The marine environment faces similar challenges. In 2003, European Environment Ministers committed to implement a Network of Marine Protected Areas by 2010, but little progress has been made to meet this deadline. IUCN and WWF suggested a stepwise procedure for establishing an offshore NATURA 2000 network. 

While Europe borders nine major seas - Mediterranean, Black Sea, Caspian Sea, White Sea, Barents Sea, Norwegian Sea, Baltic Sea, North Sea, and the North Atlantic Ocean - and has a coastline equal to the Earth's circumference at the equator, no official, clear marine legislation exists at the EU level, while a European Marine Strategy is still under development. 

Four Baltic countries - Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, and, Poland - are joining the EU, doubling the number of Baltic member states in the Union. 

The small lumber port in Skulte, north of Riga, Latvia. Before World War II a port for fishing boats, since 1997 it has been used for the export of pulpwood to Finland, Sweden and Norway. (Photo by Aigars Jansons courtesy European Commission)
On April 2, all eight Baltic countries approved the designation of the Baltic Sea as a Particularly Sensitive Sea Area for which urgent protection measures are needed and stricter regulations will be developed. Some studies suggest that up to 90 percent of marine life in the Baltic is at risk from pollution and heavy nutrient loads. 

Three new member states - Cyprus, Malta and Slovenia - join the four EU countries in the Mediterranean, and they too face the challenges of curbing pollution and restricting fishing quotas to maintain fish stocks. 

The amount of fish caught in Eastern European freshwaters has declined by nearly a third over the last 10 years, a 2003 IUCN report shows. The reasons for this and freshwater biodiversity loss in general are over-fishing and by-catch; loss of natural spawning areas; and contamination with PCBs and heavy metals. 

Cyprus and Malta are the two new member states with the least amount of fresh water available to meet human needs. The IUCN reports that 18 percent of Europe’s population lives in countries that are water stressed. Agriculture puts the greatest pressure on freshwater ecosystems, and the Mediterranean countries of Cyprus, Malta, Spain, Italy, Portugal and Greece are consuming up to an unsustainable 10 percent of their water resources each year, a 2003 WWF report warns. 

The new Eastern European member states have ample fresh water, and some aspire to become Europe's major producers of organic food. 

"When new member states enter the EU, they will begin receiving subsidies from the EU's Common Agricultural Policy in form of area payments. Environmentally minded citizens in these new member states are concerned that the new soft money directed for Rural Development and Structural Funds will destroy traditional landscapes, which are 'greener' than most EU states, with their intensive farms," the IUCN points out. 

The forest area of the enlarged EU will be about 1.38 million square kilometers (532,821 square miles) of which 17 percent is within the 10 new EU member states. 

In the 1990s, Central and Eastern European countries privatized up to half of all forests, and the IUCN warns that many of the two million new forest owners are unskilled in sustainable forest management, and may attempt to gain short term profits from their new properties through overexploitation and clearcutting. 

Traffic in downtown Warsaw, Poland (Photo by Janek Skarzynski courtesy European Commission)
All of these environmental issues are important, but the IUCN views "the big question" as how the EU 25 will fulfill its pledge to limit climate change. Under the Kyoto Protocol, all 25 countries have committed to reducing greenhouse gas emissions by an eight percent from 1990 levels over the period 2008 to 2012. 

The IUCN says the new EU member states are successfully limiting their emissions due to economic decline and restructuring. Latvia, Slovenia and Slovakia are leading the way in renewable energy sources as as the acceding countries work towards the target of 21 percent renewable electricity by the year 2010, just six years away. 

But as economic growth picks up in the new EU member states, emissions from transport and energy generation are predicted to rise, posing yet another challenge for the enlarged European Union. 

No one is more aware of these challenges than European Environment Commissioner Margot Wallstrom. Speaking today at the 2nd US-EU Chemicals Conference in Charlottesville, Virginia, she said, "Enlargement is a sharp reminder of why the principle of sustainable development is so important. It gives equal importance to the economic, social and environmental dimensions of human development. Only if economic growth goes hand in hand with social justice and environmental care can we achieve lasting human welfare."

________________________________________________________________________________________

BBC

Patagonian ice in rapid retreat 
By Jonathan Amos 
BBC News Online science staff 


One of South America's leading natural tourist destinations, the San Rafael Glacier in Chile, is retreating at an alarming rate, say UK scientists. 
Located in a World Heritage Site, the glacier draws thousands of visitors each year to marvel at the way icebergs calve into the sea from its front wall. 

But Dr Neil Glasser and colleagues say rapid melting is now under way because of historically high air temperatures. 

They warn that if the glacier withdraws on to the land, tourism will suffer. 

This glacier was relatively stable for 3,000-5,000 years and then suddenly, in the last 100 years, it came back 
Dr Neil Glasser 

"This glacier is not only in a World Heritage Site, it is also in a Unesco biosphere reserve and huge national park," Dr Glasser, from the University of Wales, Aberystwyth, told BBC News Online. 

"If the glacier retreats further up valley, it will cease to calve icebergs into the Laguna San Rafael, and one of the reasons why this area attracts so many tourists will be largely gone." 

Temperature records 
The San Rafael Glacier is part of the Northern Patagonian Icefield. 

It is one of the fastest-moving glaciers in the world, flowing at 17m a day. 

Falling from an altitude near to 3,000m right down to sea level, it is driven on by gravity and the mass of prodigious quantities of snowfall high up in the Andes. 

Now, Glasser and Aberystwyth colleague Dr Krister Jansson, together with Dr Stephan Harrison from Oxford University, have been able to show that the glacier's front wall stands 1km further back in the water compared with the early 1990s. 

Calving activity off the 70m-high vertical ice cliff has been dramatically reduced, too. 

"We first went there 13 years ago. 

"People put paint marks on the rock wall where the glacier was then; they even built a lookout post directly over the front of the glacier in 92," Dr Glasser said. 

"This year, the glacier is nowhere near this point - it's about a kilometre back from where it was. 

"We've looked at the precipitation records closest to this area and they show no obvious change over the last 100 years, but they do have a rise in temperature recorded." 

Mirrored recession 
Scientists concede their historical data on the extent of glaciers - across much of the world, not just in South America - is patchy. However, they argue a consistent pattern of recession is beginning to emerge with many ice bodies from the Artic to the tropics. 

At San Rafael, the glacier's position was recorded once in the late 1800s as being more than 10km further out into the sea than it is now. 

And moraine, the sediments dumped by the glacier, about 12km from the present ice front are currently being dated by the UK team - but are expected to be 3,000-5,000 years old. 

"So it seems this glacier was relatively stable for 3,000-5,000 years and then suddenly, in the last 100 years, it came back. 

Dr Harrison added: "In recent years, the glaciers of the Northern Patagonian Icecap have been melting rapidly as a result of global warming, and the San Rafael Glacier has mirrored this retreat. 

"The Patagonian icefields are losing ice more rapidly than any other comparable ice masses on Earth and we must see this as the inevitable consequence of global climate change." 

Last year, US researchers working in the Patagonian icefields reported similar concerns. The Nasa-led study, published in the journal Science, looked at ice loss in 63 areas, comparing data from three decades. 

The researchers found ice was lost at a rate sufficient to push up ocean waters by 0.04mm per year during the period from 1975 through to 2000. 

Story fro
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New front opened in fight against climate change 

This issue will dominate world agenda, says Blair 

Paul Brown, environment correspondent
Wednesday April 28, 2004
The Guardian 

Tony Blair launched a new worldwide organisation to fight climate change yesterday which many see as an alternative to the Kyoto protocol, the stalled international treaty on global warming. 

Mr Blair said getting support for Kyoto remained "a tall order" but even if that succeeded it was only a first step to tackling the problem. He said global warming was "the most serious long term threat facing the planet." 

Climate change was the issue that "would dominate the world agenda in the years to come." 

The Climate Group, made up of leading companies, states, cities, and environmental groups, aims to push forward on reducing carbon emissions whatever happens. 

Mr Blair said that whatever happened internationally, the government had committed itself to 60% carbon dioxide emission cuts by 2050 which scientists said was necessary worldwide if the effects of global warming were to be safely mitigated. 

He said that next year, when the UK assumes the chairmanship of the G8 group of industrial companies, he would make climate change, and the interlinked problems of Africa, top of the agenda. 

The prime minister conceded that pushing forward on the issue of climate change was difficult because the major consequences were well beyond the next electoral and parliamentary cycle of governments. 

There was still the feeling in many countries that cutting carbon emissions meant sacrificing economic growth. 

It was important to get the message across that between 1990 and 2002 carbon dioxide emissions in the UK had dropped 15% while the economy had grown 30%. 

In order to move forward the political agenda, ordinary people, community groups and companies must put pressure on politicians to act, he said. That was why he welcomed the Climate Group and why he had agreed to help launch the organisation. 

Margaret Beckett, environment secretary, answering questions, did not accept that the Kyoto agreement was lost. 

She said that 120 nations had already signed it and she was hoping Russia could be persuaded to join so the protocol could come into legal force. 

"I do not believe we need a second front to replace Kyoto, but I am happy to recognise that the Climate Group is a very important step in the right direction." 

The group is funded by the Rockefeller Brothers Fund from New York, European charitable funds and the German government, and has some of the world's biggest companies as members. 

Stephen Howard, chief executive of the group, said the technical expertise to move to a low carbon economy was available. BP had cut18% of its carbon emissions, and worldwide the company was £650m better off because of lower energy costs. 

Among those speaking at the launch was Sir John Bond, group chairman of the bank HSBC, which has 220,000 employees at 11,000 sites around the world. He said they had all been educated to turn the lights off when they left the office and install long-life light bulbs. That alone was saving 320 tonnes of carbon annually. 

digitalartsupplies.com 
There was also heavyweight support from Lafarge, with 117 cement plants worldwide, producing 81m tonnes of carbon dioxide. 

Jean-Francois Sautin, UK chief executive, said the company was aiming for a 20% reduction in emissions. 

Some at the launch remained sceptical about whether the government's actions would match its rhetoric. Later this week carbon emission caps for industry will bw announced, and there are fears that they will be too lenient

 _________________________________________________________________________________________
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Breakthrough Nitrogen Inhibitor Available
	


Media statement 

28 April 2004 

Breakthrough Nitrogen Inhibitor Available At Prime Application Time For Farmers 


From today, farmers throughout New Zealand will be able to purchase and apply an environmentally friendly fertiliser, n-care, that reduces nitrogen leaching from soil by up to as much as 50%, and reduces the release of the greenhouse gas, nitrous oxide, into the atmosphere by a similar amount. 

However, the first New Zealand granulated nitrogen inhibitor, based around DCD* formulation, is being welcomed not just by farmers. Nitrate leaching into the country’s waterways and into the atmosphere is an environmental issue being tackled by farmers, the Government and regional councils. 

N-care is the first granular product of its type to be launched in New Zealand, and Ballance Agri-Nutrients, the company marketing the product, has had intense interest in it from all quarters. 

“Now is the ideal time for farmers to get their first application of n-care on to reap the added benefits it offers over standard urea applications, with follow up spreading recommended during early Spring,” says Ballance Chief Executive, Larry Bilodeau. 

“There is a high level of interest in n-care from farmers around the country who are focused on improving farm profitability and productivity while intent on farming in an environmentally sustainable way. 

“Government and local government bodies are also interested in the breakthrough,” he says. 

The product has been independently evaluated by AgResearch, the country’s leading agricultural research and science institution. AgResearch is continuing trials of the product to further validate its impressive qualities. 

“This is a win-win for farmers, the environment and the Government,” says Ballance Chairman, David Graham. 

“For farmers it means late Autumn and Spring applications of nitrogen will be a lot more effective, because more nitrogen will be made available to plants, improving the returns farmers will get from their investment. For the environment it means less leaching of nitrogen; and for the Government and regional councils, it means better care of the environment, as well as contributing to the country’s obligations under the Kyoto protocols. 

“Every farmer in New Zealand now has a practical means of reducing nitrogen losses from their farms,” says Ballance Chief Executive, Larry Bilodeau. 

“n-care is the most practically effective product of its kind on the market. Being in granular form, farmers can simply apply it as they would any other fertiliser. 

“The price of the new product is $750 per tonne. While this is significantly higher than straight urea, farmers can achieve a far greater overall uptake of nitrogen fertiliser by plants, and subsequent pasture production increases” says Mr Bilodeau. 

N-care also reduces the risk of nitrate poisoning in stock, which can be a potential animal health issue in some locations during autumn. 

Continuing AgResearch trials are taking place at sites throughout the country in Southland, Waikato and Bay of Plenty to further validate the effectiveness of n-care. 

The product is available from all leading farming merchants throughout New Zealand.

 __________________________________________________________________________________________The News International

Summit opens to setup Earth monitoring system

TOKYO: Delegates from 70 nations and international groups met in Japan Sunday to promote the sharing of environmental data to improve the prediction of natural disasters and climate changes.

The Earth Observation Summit aims to create a global monitoring system by 2014 that would better predict floods, disease outbreaks and other disasters that can cost thousands of lives and billions of dollars in damage.

"Around the world, large scale erratic weather phenomena like floods and heat waves cause massive damage," Japanese Prime Minister Junichiro Koizumi told delegates in an opening address to the one-day meeting.

Current tools such as satellites, buoys and weather balloons are scattered around the globe, but participating nations seek to link the accumulated data to better understand such borderless phenomena such the El Nino climate pattern.

 __________________________________________________________________________________________

New Scientist

Oceans rising faster near coasts 
 
09:45 26 April 04
 
Exclusive from New Scientist Print Edition. Subscribe and get 4 free issues.
 
Satellite measurements of sea levels have uncovered a bizarre effect - the sea seems to be rising faster near the coast than in mid-ocean.

Simon Holgate and Philip Woodworth of the Proudman Oceanographic Laboratory, in Bidston, UK, found this discrepancy using the Topex satellite, launched in 1992. The satellite measures sea level by bouncing microwaves off the ocean and timing the return trip. 

According to the Topex data, global average sea level rose by 2.8 millimetres a year between 1993 and 2002. This is thought to be a consequence of global warming: water in the oceans expands as it warms up, and more is added as glaciers and ice caps melt. 

But during the same period, the water level within 100 kilometres of the coast rose faster, by an average of 3.7 millimetres a year. 

Holgate and Woodworth wonder whether the oceans are behaving like water in a bathtub. If you splash in the bath, waves travel outwards and then run around the edges of the tub. 


Boundary waves 

In 1996, ocean modellers predicted that this effect could be at work in the seas. Kirk Bryan of Princeton University and his colleagues worked out what would happen when part of an ocean heats up: the water expands, creating waves that hit the coast then travel around the rim of the ocean basin for several years. 

Holgate and Woodworth are the first to suggest that we can see this happening, says Jonathan Gregory, an expert in climate change at the University of Reading, UK. 

This is not necessarily bad news for the many millions of people who live near the shore. The boundary waves might have been caused by some relatively sudden event, such as a particularly warm year, in which case they will subside. 

But if they are driven by an ongoing process of climate change, the difference between coast and ocean could get worse, and flooding could be an even bigger problem than scientists have anticipated. 

Journal reference: Geophysical Research Letters (vol 31, p L07305)
 
Jenny Hogan

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Reuters

WHO Says World is Better Prepared to Deal with SARS


MELBOURNE, Australia - The World Health Organization (WHO) believes the world is better prepared to deal with a possible outbreak of SARS this year, the head of the agency said. 

WHO Director-General Lee Jong-Wook was speaking in Australia just days after China reported the first death apparently due to a recurrence of the potentially deadly Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome since a major epidemic of the virus last year. 

He said there was no need to impose a quarantine or issue a travel advisory for any countries at this stage. 

"I think we're better prepared," Lee told reporters in Melbourne ahead of a world health promotion conference. 

"Now we know what's causing this....We know a great deal. Many countries spent a great deal of resources to prepare for SARS this year," he said. 

The head of the Geneva-based watchdog said that all the cases reported in China so far were linked and Chinese authorities were acting promptly to control the outbreak. 

"It was very reassuring to see and to know that now the government of China is very open in discussing this issue and they are sharing this information, which is very encouraging, and our global surveillance network has been alerted on this issue," Lee said. 

The latest death was the first suspected of being tied to SARS since last year's outbreak that killed more than 800 people, spread alarm across the world and hit economies across Asia as tourism and investment slumped. 

"We're not going to issue any travel guideline to any country at this point of time. Of course we will be watching and we will make adjustments later. But as of today there's no need to issue any travel guideline," Lee said. 

Story Date: 28/4/2004 
__________________________________________________________________________________________ REGIONAL OFFICE FOR AFRICA (ROA) - NEWS UPDATE
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UNEP in the news

UNEP promises aid to Niger Basin Authority 
Paris, France (PANA) - The UN Environment Programme (UNEP) has promised technical and institutional assistance to the Niger Basin Authority (NBA) which began a summit on Monday in Paris. "We want to assist you in the integrated development of water resources in the Niger basin and provide the necessary technical and institutional support to the Niger Basin Authority," UNEP Executive Director Klaus Topfer told the summit on Tuesday. He stressed that the integrated management approach adopted by the nine NBA member states is in line with the spirit of the New Partnership for Africa's Development (NEPAD) and falls under the various aspects of UNEP's support to the regional organisation. "As part of our actions under the Global Environment Fund and with the support of our development partners, we will strengthen our assistance to the NBA in the implementation of specific projects and programmes such as environmental evaluation, capacity building and technological support," Topfer said. He added that UNEP's support would aim at food security and poverty reduction in order to "foster economic progress in the riparian countries of the Niger river." "We will work to mobilize financial resources in the context of initiatives such as the Africa-EU strategic partnership in the water sector, African water facilities, the rural water and sanitation initiative, water for African cities and the G-8 water action plan," Topfer promised. According to him, the capacity building programme jointly developed by UNEP and the African Conference of Ministers of Environment will make it possible to provide an effective response to the concerns raised by participants at the Paris summit on the Niger river. "I am sure that the implementation of the action plan of the environment initiative under NEPAD will help solve many problems facing Africa, especially in the search for solutions to the difficulties in the Niger basin," Topfer explained.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng040151&dte=27/04/2004
General environment news
Paris to name envoy to Niger River Basin Authority 

Paris, France (PANA) - France plans to name an envoy to the Niger Basin Authority (NBA), to help co-ordinate French aid to the agency, French Co-operation and Francophonie affairs Minister, Xavier Darcos said in Paris Tuesday. Speaking after the summit of ABN and development partners, he said: "We intend, in addition to the 10 million-Euro aid promised by President (Jacques) Chirac, to support the NBA through the appointment of an official." The French Minister praised the outcome of the summit, citing the "quality" of the documents signed and the undertakings made by development partners, including the World Bank and the European Commission. "Some agreements have been signed and partnership principles established, with donors announcing plans to release substantial financial support. We can now consider the future of the Niger Basin assured," Darcos added. He said the main challenge is the implementation of the undertakings, under the nine-point "Paris Declaration" adopted Monday and the "Principles of management and good governance for the sustainable development of the Niger Basin."

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng040227&dte=27/04/2004
Tandja applauds River Niger basin summit results 

Paris, France (PANA) - President Mamadou Tandja of Niger on Tuesday described the outcome of the River Niger basin summit that opened in Paris Monday in the presence of seven West and Central African leaders as "very positive". "I am satisfied by the very positive results we obtained. The conclusions we reached went very much beyond our original expectations," said Tandja, the current chairman of the River Niger Basin Authority (NBA) told the meeting's closing session. According to him, it is important to start implementing all the "quality" decisions passed by delegates from nine NBA member states "without any delay". "There is no need to delay implementing the very good decisions of our summit. I ask you to turn the main principles of this summit into action on your return to your respective countries," Tandja told delegates. On the other hand, he indicated that partners of the NBA represented in Paris, particularly the European Commission, World Bank and the African Development Bank (ADB) were waiting the riparian states of river Niger to show by example before providing support.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng040213&dte=27/04/2004
Nigeria, Eight W-African countries Agree to Jointly Manage Basin Dependent on Niger River

Vanguard (Lagos)- NIGERIA and eight other West African countries agreed in Paris yesterday to jointly oversee the development and management of the basin dependent on the Niger River, the third-biggest watercourse on their continent. Benin, Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Mali, Chad, Guinea, Ivory Coast, Niger and Nigeria signed a general declaration promising "durable and shared development" of the area but without specifying any concrete measures. The 4,200-kilometre Niger River runs in an arc through the Sahara desert and out into the Gulf of Guinea, passing through five of the countries and sending off-shoots into the others. "The urgency is to have sufficient resources for projects and actions aimed at fighting desertification and to protect the environment," Tandja, the current head of the African forum tasked with tackling the issue, said as he opened the summit in Paris. "The river today risks becoming an area of desolation and misery for the population along it," he warned.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200404270823.html
Conferees discuss resource to combat desertification 

Ouagadougou, Burkina Faso (PANA) - About 40 participants from 15 West and Central African, Maghreb, European and American countries are brainstorming here on ways to fight desertification and mobilise resources against the phenomenon. The two-week workshop, organized by the West African Economic and Monetary Union, in collaboration with UNDP, Global Environment Fund and the Francophonie Institute of Energy and the Environment (IEPF), will dwell on the financing mechanism of the GEF for sustainable management of degraded land. The training is expected to provide in-depth understanding of the GEF financing procedures and promote access by African countries to financing sources for projects to combat desertification and land degradation. In an address at the opening session Monday, the social development commissioner at UEMOA, Rui Duarte, recalled that desertification was a complex phenomenon with multiple components and urged a continuous scientific and political battle against the plague. The secretary general of the Burkina ministry of environment, Boubacar Drabo, who chaired the opening ceremony, stressed that the fight against desertification was a prerequisite for the survival of the populations.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng040205&dte=27/04/2004
Minister Launches National Forest Body

New Vision (Kampala): STATE Minister for Environment Jeje Odongo yesterday launched the National Forest Authority (NFA). The NFA, a semi autonomous body replacing the Forest Department, will be run with a sh25b grant from donors in the next four years. Odongo said colonialists set up the Forest Department about a century ago but it was faced with problems, which saw the forest cover recede from 45% to 20%. He called for the revitalization of the forestry department, which has suffered institutional weaknesses, corruption and under-funding by the forest department. The European Union representative, Christer Hermansson, said the donors included the Norwegian development agency, NORAD, DFID and the EU, provided the grant to make the Authority self-sustaining.  Water, Lands, and Environment Permanent Secretary Bezalel Kabanda, said the creation of the NFA was the climax of the reforms in forestry, which begun more than five years ago and resulted into the formation of a new policy. He said the NFA would manage 30% of the forests and the remaining 70%, most which lies on private land, would be run with the guidance of the District Forestry Services. Odongo led the dignitaries including Peter Acquah, a senior programme officer at the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) to plant 10 trees at the NPA offices at Bugolobi.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200404270458.html
________________________________________________________________________________ 
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UN or UNEP in the news

UNEP endeavors to reform fishing subsidies system
GENEVA, April 27 (Xinhuanet) -- The United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) is holding a workshop here on Monday and Tuesday to review the various possible approaches and to reform the current fishing subsidies system. 
    More than 100 diplomats, trade and fisheries experts and environmentalists participated in the workshop, and will resume talks on international fishing subsidies at Geneva-based World Trade Organization Wednesday, UNEP said in a press release. 
http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2004-04/27/content_1443689.htm 

General Environment News

WA farmers to lobby for Kyoto protocol

ABC Online, April 27, 2004 - The Western Australian Farmers Federation says it will lobby the Federal Government to ratify the Kyoto protocol on reducing greenhouse gas emissions by 2010.

The Federal Government has refused to ratify the agreement unless the United States does.

http://www.abc.net.au/news/newsitems/s1096000.htm 
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	Desertion of Coffee Plantations Hurts Ecosystems

	



By José Eduardo Mora*
In El Salvador and Honduras, some 20,000 hectares of coffee plantations have disappeared. Their carbon-fixing function is crucial in mitigating climate change. In Nicaragua, the desertion of coffee agriculture has cost 122,000 jobs and created a food crisis in the department of Matagalpa.
SAN JOSE - The crisis of coffee production in Central America is taking a toll on environmental equilibrium, as thousands of hectares of abandoned plantations reduces process of carbon fixing and oxygen production, while also leading to increased soil erosion, say experts. 

International coffee prices have plummeted, forcing thousands of small and medium producers in Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras and Nicaragua to leave their land and seek other alternatives to make their livelihood. Many coffee-growing areas have been deserted or turned over to intensive livestock operations. 

Coffee plantations have been associated with negative impacts on the environment, such as excessive use of water and the contamination of rivers resulting from runoff, but specialists say that these fields also contribute to ecological balance. 

"Coffee plantations are forests that fix carbon and release oxygen, which means that their decline hurts the environment," engineer Luis Zamora, of the Costa Rican Coffee Institute, told Tierramérica. 

Furthermore, in growing coffee, steep terrain is used, which makes it necessary to apply conservation techniques such as terracing, preventing soil erosion, he said. 

El Salvador's Agriculture Minister Salvador Urrutia explained to Tierramérica that in his country the coffee fields are practically the only forested lands remaining, such that their decline will produce "heavy impacts" on local environmental equilibrium. 

A similar sentiment is expressed by Dagoberto Suazo, of the Honduran Union of Coffee Cooperatives. He says the changes in the rainfall patterns in his country over the past two years are related to deforestation and the abandonment of the coffee growing areas. 

In Costa Rica, efforts to reinforce environmental awareness in recent years led to the return to "shade-grown coffee", using trees such as the 'poró' (Erythrina poeppigiana), guava (Inga Edulis) and the eucalyptus (Eucaliptus camaldulensis) throughout the plantations, interspersed among the coffee bushes. 

This traditional approach had been displaced by "coffee under the sun", to increase the number of coffee plants per hectare, from 1,000-1,500 to 3,000 or even 4,000. Studies indicate that in Costa Rica 40 percent of production follows the shade method. 

Zamora said there is also awareness about reducing the use of agro-chemicals like insecticides, nematicides and herbicides. These include dichloro diphenyl trichloroethane (DDT) and paraquat, banned in industrialized countries and condemned by experts and environmental activists. 

"Biological control" techniques against broca, a plague affecting coffee plants and the coffee bean itself, shows there is willingness to take care of the environment, he said. 

In El Salvador, the coffee crisis has meant that around 10,000 hectares of fields have been deserted, and in that process, 60,000 people have lost their jobs, according to minister Urrutia. 

"Coffee is one of the most beneficial crops for the country because it utilizes marginal soil in steep terrain, such as the central mountain range, where if it weren't for coffee, soil erosion would be dramatic," he said. 

"On every hectare we grow more than three thousand coffee plants, and 80 to 130 trees. It would be good if the international community would recognize these positive aspects of coffee growing and support it," added the official. 

In Honduras, at least 10,000 hectares of coffee plantation have been abandoned in the past five years. "It is a shame that the international community has not considered the important social and environmental value" of this crop, comments Honduran cooperative leader Suazo. 

"Most of our coffee plantations, of the shade-grown type, are found on the hillsides where it would be impossible to produce other crops, and they prevent soil erosion," he stressed. 

Suazo maintains that the explosive growth of criminal youth gangs, known as 'maras', is due to the influx of new members coming from the coffee-growing regions. The youths' families have been forced to move to the city to seek a new livelihood. 

In Nicaragua, the decline of the coffee sector has meant the loss of 122,000 jobs and a food crisis in the department of Matagalpa, north of Managua, in addition to the negative impacts on the environment. 

The Nicaraguan Union of Coffee Growers is promoting a production model based on environmental protection criteria, encouraging the use of trees that can be used as lumber, fruit trees and bushes in the plantations, as an ecological and economical complement to coffee productions

	Endangered Young Turtles Take to the Water

	



By Yensi Rivero*
Venezuela has broken a wildlife conservation record: in 15 years it has produced and protected 168,000 South American river turtle hatchlings. Under the supervision of experts, year-old members of this endangered freshwater species each April make their way to their permanent home, the Orinoco River.
PLAYA DEL MEDIO, Venezuela - The members of a liberation army advance, tiny and green, along Playa del Medio on their way to the Orinoco River. Twenty thousand young South American river turtles (Podocnemis expansa) are close to overcoming their "endangered" status thanks to a program that has turned into a conservationist ritual every April in the Venezuelan plains. 

When workers from the turtle nursery lifted the net and opened the way to the beach for the young turtles, eight-year-old Priscilla exclaimed, "I'm so excited! The baby turtles are so cute, and we should do everything we can to protect them!" 

The program has been under way since 1989, led by the Environment Ministry, producing 168,000 baby turtles in captivity, and later releasing them -- fomenting hope that extinction will no longer loom over this species. 

Two centuries ago, the South American river turtle, known in Spanish as the 'arrau', was abundant along the banks of the Orinoco and its tributaries. 

Around 1800, the German naturalist Alexander Von Humboldt estimated that some two million female arrau laid eggs in the area of the Middle Orinoco, a 700-km stretch of the river (which extends 2,140 km) and 400 meters wide, running 400 km south of Caracas. 

The arrau was declared in danger of extinction in the late 1990s. There were some years in which scientists counted fewer than 200 egg-laying females. 

"Releasing 54,000 young turtles this year and reaching the total of 168,000 after 15 consecutive years is an historic achievement," Eddys Solórzano, a biodiversity official from the Environment Ministry, said in a conversation with Tierramérica. 

"It is a new record in Latin America," boasted Environment Minister Ana Elisa Osorio. 

The turtles are released along the banks of the Orinoco and its tributaries, and along the Casiquiare branch, which flows into the Negro River, and east to the Amazon. But the species is not exclusive to Venezuela. In Latin America, its habitat extends to Bolivia, Brazil, Colombia, Guyana and Peru. 

"We know that in Brazil they are working with the arrau. They raise them and release them in their natural environment. Some releases have also taken place in Peru," said Solórzano. 

Among the predators of these turtles on land and in the water are fish, such as catfish, and, of course, large reptiles like the spectacled caiman (Caiman crocodilus). 

"When they are not protected, five percent of the hatchlings are eaten by large birds," said Marco Falcón, head of the Foundation for Development of the Sciences, another participant in the program. 

But humans are the biggest enemy of the arrau. "I once ate 'sancocho de tortuga' (a turtle meat dish), but not anymore. I got involved in the conservation effort two years ago, and now I trade a chicken for the turtle if someone tries to kill one," said Gustavo Morillo, 54, resident of Capachal, a community on the Orinoco. 

"This is an isolated community. We don't have electricity or potable water. But I wouldn't eat turtle and I have never participated in hunting those creatures," Lilian Rodríguez, from Santa María del Orinoco, told Tierramérica. 

A single mother of three, Rodríguez grows beans, vegetables and fruit. Occasionally she receives food from the Environment Ministry or from relatives living in nearby towns. 

"We are satisfied with what we have achieved in the communities. Now people turn in the turtles that end up in their nets when they are fishing. We have to keep motivating them," said Solórzano, who acknowledges that in areas away from the refuges the illegal turtle trade prospers. 

"A turtle sells for as much as 100 dollars. In the Upper Orinoco (south), eggs and turtles are sold to the miners," says Jesús Ramos, director of the National Biological Diversity Office. 

An adult arrau can weigh 25 kilos and measure 60 cm long or more. "They are eaten when they are half grown. A turtle that lays 100 eggs per year, for 60 to 80 years, produces 8,000 eggs over a lifetime, on average, but only one young turtle will reach adulthood. Only one will replace the adult," says Omar Hernández, head of the effort to raise them in captivity and follow their progress after release. 

The Environment Ministry and the Sciences Foundation monitor the eggs -- up to 100 per nest -- and make sure they are not plundered. Upon hatching, the young turtles, measuring five cm long and weighing 15 grams, are collected and transferred to the Amazon Research Station, set on the Orinoco, and their home for one year. They are raised in 100-square-meter tanks and an 80-meter lagoon. 

At the nursery, the young turtles are fed concentrated products for fish, "high in protein and low in fat so that they grow quickly," said Hernández. 

A year later, when they measure 10 to 15 cm and weigh around 200 grams, they are released at sites like Playa del Medio "because they are places where the turtles hatch. This is where the arrau lays eggs," explained Solórzano. 

"We expect the situation of the species to improve. This year we have recorded at least 1,200 nests" in the Middle Orinoco zone, said Ramos. The figure is nothing near what Von Humboldt found 200 years ago, but at least it is an improvement over the recent past. 

Every April release is witnessed by schoolchildren from the area, like Priscilla. They receive a lesson about the environment -- and can never imagine themselves "eating baby turtles." 

____________________________________________________________________________________ 
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T U E S D A Y    H I G H L I G H T S
Iraq

*
Brahimi hopes to have Iraqi interim government named by end of May

*
Security Council backs Brahimi’s ideas on formation of Iraqi interim Government

*
Iraqi Council adopts UN proposal on independent election commission

Other news

*
UN marks 10 years of post-apartheid democracy in South Africa

*
$600 million UN expenditure leaves two options on Western Sahara, Annan says

*
Annan cites ‘slow progress’ but ‘cautious optimism’ on Georgian-Abkhaz conflict

*
UN agency appeals for fresh aid to feed train disaster victims in DPR of Korea

*
Hundreds of Sudanese refugees crossing into Chad each week, UN says

*
North and West Africa facing ‘most serious locust’ threat in 10 years – UN

*
UN agencies hail 30 per cent global reduction in measles deaths

*
Meetings seek to boost UN cooperation with West Africans

*
UN says improving water and sanitation access would cost $11.3 billion more a year

*
UN report finds world’s youth better off today 

*
Brazil meeting good chance to re-examine efforts on global trade talks – UN official

*
UN agency honours 2 for contributions to urban settlement issues

*
Demographer, Ethiopian hospital winners of UN population award

* * * *

Iraq

27 April – United Nations Special Adviser Lakhdar Brahimi told the Security Council today he intends to quickly resume talks with Iraqis to reach agreement by the end of May on the composition of a caretaker government to succeed the United States-led Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA), formally bringing an end to the occupation on 30 June.

This interim government will lead the country until “the most important milestone” – elections scheduled for January 2005, Mr. Brahimi said in an open briefing to the Council of his mission earlier this month to Iraq, where he spent 11 days consulting with a broad spectrum of Iraqi society on ideas for the post-transition period.

“Though it will certainly not be easy, we do believe that it shall be possible to identify, by the end of May, a group of people respected and acceptable to Iraqis across the country, to form this caretaker government,” he said.

Mr. Brahimi expressed concern about the “extremely worrying” security situation throughout the country, such as the current standoff in Fallujah, “the Mahdi Army’s uprising in the South, and a general increase in violence up and down the country.”

“The CPA is well aware that, unless this stand-off – and now this fighting – [in Fallujah] is brought to a resolution through peaceful means, there is great risk of a very bloody confrontation. They know as well as, indeed, better than everyone else, that the consequences of such bloodshed could be dramatic and long-lasting,” he said.

A key question is whether a credible political process is even viable under such circumstances, Mr. Brahimi said. “I put it to you and the Council, Mr. President, that there is in fact no alternative but to find a way of making the process viable and credible,” he said.

As for the details of the plan for a caretaker government, Mr. Brahimi said ideally the Iraqi people should select this government. He also stressed that this government, by definition, must be short-lived, and should try to refrain from entering into long-term commitments “that can and should await decision by an elected government.”

In addition, Iraqis were near unanimous that a Prime Minister should lead this government, and that a President should serve as Head of State, with two Vice-Presidents, Mr. Brahimi said. The members of the caretaker government must be careful not to use their positions to try and give advantage to any political party or group, and to prevent even the perception that they might do so, it would be best if they – including the interim President, Vice Presidents and Prime Minister – “were to choose not to stand for elections,” he added.

Mr. Brahimi noted that many Iraqis also suggested the UN convene a National Conference, consisting of at least 1,000 people, to engage in a genuine national dialogue on the country’s challenges. This National Conference “may ultimately constitute an important step towards many things, not least national reconciliation,” he said.

In the meantime, Mr. Brahimi said, he intended to resume consultations in Iraq as soon as possible. “We earnestly hope that the next phase of consultations will help consolidate consensus around the ideas that I have just outlined,” he said. “Once broad support for the framework is evident, we will then proceed to helping facilitate an Iraqi consensus on the actual composition of the caretaker government, as well as of the preparatory committee for the National Conference.

“As I have indicated, I hope that all of this can be completed before the end of May 2004,” he added.

“The job is doable, as long as we set principled but realistic targets, moving towards them with deliberate steps, and if we are not alone as we take them. We will need, in particular, the Security Council to be united behind us and with us,” he said.

* * *

Iraq

27 April – The Security Council today gave its backing to ideas outlined by United Nations Special Adviser Lakhdar Brahimi for the formation of an interim Iraqi Government take over from the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA) at the end of June.

In a statement read out in an open meeting by German Ambassador Gunter Pleuger, the Council President for April, the 15-member body said it considered the efforts of Mr. Brahimi and his team, as well as those of the UN electoral assistance team, “to be of particular importance and urgency.”

Welcoming Mr. Brahimi’s briefing earlier Tuesday, the Council said it “strongly supports the efforts and dedication of the Special Adviser and welcomes the provisional ideas he has submitted as a basis for the formation of an interim Iraqi Government to which sovereignty will be transferred on 30 June 2004.”

The Council’s statement also encouraged Secretary-General Kofi Annan and Mr. Brahimi “to continue diligently with the efforts that they are employing and welcomes the Special Adviser’s intention to return to Iraq shortly and looks forward to a further briefing upon his return.”

The Council also called on all Iraqi parties to cooperate fully with Mr. Brahimi and urged Iraq’s neighbours and the international community at-large “to lend all support possible to these efforts.”

* * *

Iraq

27 April – The Iraqi Governing Council has announced that it is adopting recommendations put forward by a United Nations electoral assessment mission on the formation of the Independent Elections Commission of Iraq, a UN spokesman said today.

The UN mission, headed by Carina Perelli, travelled late last month to Iraq to assess what needs to be done in order to hold credible elections by the end of next January.

Spokesman Fred Eckhard said the Commission’s task will be to oversee, prepare and conduct the elections according to the Iraqi legal framework and international standards.

This Commission will be headed by an eight-member Board of Commissioners comprising seven Iraqis and one international member. “There will now have to be a large public information campaign to encourage qualified Iraqis to be nominated to serve on this independent commission,” the spokesman said.

Candidates will have to submit a package that will include, among other items, references and a personal essay, he added. Once nominations are received, the candidates will be assessed through a multi-step technical evaluation process undertaken by the UN.

* * *
South Africa

27 April – The United Nations today marked the 10th anniversary of South Africa’s battle to make the transition from apartheid racism to democracy in what Secretary General Kofi Annan called “a struggle that galvanized the entire world community.”

The fight against apartheid was “one that rallied people and Governments behind a common objective: the objective of reaffirming the basic human rights and fundamental freedoms of all peoples,” he said.

The transformation was seen as little short of miracle, but “what made it possible was the South African people’s determination to work together to heal the deep scars caused by racial discrimination, oppression, humiliations, denial and exploitation and to transform their bitter experiences into the binding glue of a rainbow nation,” he said.

The international community was rejoicing to see South Africans of all colours, ethnic groups and creeds, working together to forge a common future, as civil society organizations, the Government and the private sector addressed the harsh legacies of the apartheid regime – crime, poverty and HIV/AIDS, Mr. Annan said.

Today South Africans have played key roles in trying to bring peace to countries in Africa, including Burundi and the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), and in 2001 their country became one of five countries that launched the New Partnership for Africa’s Development (NEPAD), he said.

“They are working with their brothers and sisters in the African Union (AU), the Southern African Development Community (SADC) and other organizations to advance the cause of development, justice and African unity,” he said.

“Today the entire United Nations family joins with the heroic people of South Africa as they dedicate themselves to working even harder for a bright future. We pledge our support in the struggle to further consolidate democratic institutions, to promote human rights and to build an ever more successful South Africa,” he said.

South African President Thabo Mbeki, in a message read by his Permanent Representative to the UN, Ambassador Dumisani Kumalo, noted that a few years after South Africa took part in the 1945 founding of the UN, the General Assembly began to discuss the country’s racial discrimination policies, which violated the UN Charter.

In 1973 the International Convention on the Suppression and Punishment of the Crime of Apartheid declared apartheid a crime against humanity. In 1974 South Africa was barred from participating in the General Assembly and the African National Congress and other liberation movements were invited to participate in its stead, Mr. Mbeki said. 

When a changed South Africa was welcomed at the UN, its delegation immediately began to work with other delegations to strengthen the multilateral system so that it could effectively deal with similar challenges in the future.

The chairpersons of regional groups, the Presidents of the Security Council, the General Assembly and the Economic and Social Council and high-level Secretariat staff paid tribute to the UN and South Africa, including South African leaders Nelson Mandela and Archbishop Desmond Tutu.

“The people of South Africa have demonstrated an exceptional ability to forgive the architects and perpetrators of apartheid, which has earned them respect and admiration worldwide,” General Assembly President Julian Hunte of St. Lucia said. 

Noting that for over four decades, the United Nations gave international leadership to the anti-apartheid struggle, he said, “Notwithstanding the different perspectives some took on this issue, the organization shared the vision of the majority of South Africans for a country free from racism, racial discrimination, violence, despair and violation of human rights and fundamental freedoms.”

A succession of Nigerian permanent representatives, including the present adviser to the Secretary-General on African Affairs, Under-Secretary-General Ibrahim Gambari, chaired the UN Special Committee against Apartheid, Mr. Hunte said.

The Caribbean Community (CARICOM) fought apartheid both at the United Nations and in the Commonwealth, he said. 

Notable contributions were made by former Prime Minister Michael Manley of Jamaica, who spearheaded the sports boycott, the late Governor-General of Barbados, Dame Nita Barrow, named to an Eminent Persons Group, and UN Assistant Secretary-General Angela King, the former head of the UN Observer Mission in South Africa (UNOMSA), Mr. Hunte said.

* * *

Western Sahara

27 April – After 13 years of peace negotiations and $600 million in United Nations expenditure, the choices facing Morocco and Western Sahara are to end peacekeeping operations and return their problem to the General Assembly or to continue working towards implementing the UN peace plan, Secretary-General Kofi Annan says.

His report to the Security Council, presented today by Assistant Secretary-General for Peacekeeping Affairs Hedi Annabi, includes a 9 April letter from the Moroccan Government rejecting the 2003 plan for peace between Morocco and the Western Saharan Frente POLISARIO (Popular Front for the Liberation of Saguia el-Hamra and Rio de Oro).

To provide enough time for his favoured option, that both parties and the UN work towards the Peace Plan, Mr. Annan recommends extending the mandate of the UN Mission for the Referendum in Western Sahara (MINURSO) until 28 February 2005.

War between Morocco and Western Sahara broke out after Spain, which had ruled the territory since 1884, withdrew in 1976. In 2003 the Security Council unanimously supported the Peace Plan for Self-Determination of the People of Western Sahara as the optimum political solution to Morocco’s claims to the territory.

The Plan provides for a transitional period during which Mr. Annan’s Personal Envoy, James Baker, would have exclusive responsibility for a referendum, in which the people of Western Sahara would choose between independence and integration with Morocco. Provisions for a referendum became controversial because of differing claims over voter eligibility.

In his report Mr. Annan says, “It is my view and that of my Personal Envoy that the Peace Plan still constitutes the best political solution to the conflict over Western Sahara which provides for self-determination.”

In its letter Morocco says under an agreement on “autonomy within the framework of Moroccan sovereignty,” the Western Saharan people would manage their own local affairs but would no longer have the options of self-determination or independence.

“Clearly, this autonomy-based political solution can only be final,” the letter said. “This is why the Kingdom of Morocco cannot agree to a transitional period, marked by uncertainty as to the final status of the territory.”

In 2001 Mr. Baker had proposed a draft framework agreement for autonomy, it says, and Morocco had expressed its willingness then to negotiate a final settlement on that basis.

* * *

Georgia

27 April – Although progress in resolving the Georgian-Abkhaz separatist conflict in northwestern Georgia remains “painfully slow” 10 years after the United Nations established a mission there, Secretary-General Kofi Annan cites “reason for cautious optimism in the longer term” in his latest report on the issue.

But as in his previous report in January, Mr. Annan calls on the Abkhaz side to “seriously review its position” and take advantage of the changing political situation resulting from the election of a new Georgian Government to start “meaningful negotiations” on substantive issues.

“Disappointingly, there was no movement by the Abkhaz side on the core political question,” he says, referring to its refusal to receive a paper on distributing “competences” between the two sides and its continued invocation of its unilateral “declaration of independence” of 1999.

The UN Observer Mission in Georgia (UNOMIG), consisting of about 115 military observers monitoring the ceasefire lines and a civilian component, was established in 1994 after an accord reached in Moscow ended fighting that had forced nearly 300,000 people to flee.

Mr. Annan reports that UNOMIG continues to work on preparations for the “safe, dignified and sustainable return” of internally displaced persons (IDPs) and refugees and will seek to build on incremental progress given the time needed for stabilization following the Georgian elections and the Abkhaz side’s preoccupation with upcoming “presidential elections.”

He calls on the Abkhaz side to permit the deployment of UNOMIG civilian police in the Gali sector, in line with its earlier commitments, to improve overall security – a necessary condition for the return of IDPs and refugees.

The Secretary-General also notes that the security of UNOMIG personnel continues to be a major concern and calls for “resolute action to identify and bring to justice the perpetrators of criminal acts” against the mission, such as the downing of a Mission helicopter in the Kodori valley in 2001, in which nine people were killed, and the attack on a Mission bus in Sukhumi in 1998 in which four people were injured.

* * *

DPR of Korea

27 April – Fresh from delivering the first humanitarian aid to hospital victims of last week’s railway disaster in the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK), the United Nations World Food Programme (WFP) today called for urgent extra donations to feed thousands of others left injured or homeless.

“WFP has been at the forefront of this emergency operation and we intend to remain there for as long as we are needed,” Regional Director for Asia Tony Banbury said, stressing the additional strain “this terrible tragedy” has put on the agency’s already severely underfunded battle to feed 6.5 million long-term drought victims in the DPRK.

On Sunday WFP delivered its first seven tons of high-energy biscuits, wheat and vegetable oil to Ryongchon near the Chinese border, where two train wagons of explosives for a construction site detonated at the station last Thursday, killing at least 161 people, injuring 1,300 more and destroying 1,850 homes.

Food was immediately distributed to 360 severely wounded, many of them children, receiving emergency treatment at the hospital. Remaining rations were provided to the estimated 7,000 people sheltering with friends or relatives and in undamaged public buildings.

WFP aims to supply at least 1,000 tons of food aid worth about $1 million to victims over the next 30 days and beyond, over and above its broader operations in the DPRK where it aims to muster 484,000 tons of food for 6.5 million people this year but for which it has so far received only $12 million of the requested $171 million.

Because of this, WFP cannot provide cereals to 600,000 of its core beneficiaries – children, pregnant and nursing women, and the elderly – a figure set to rise to 1 million by May. While the DPRK has produced more food recently, there is still not enough to feed its 23 million people. A 2002 survey showed 42 per cent of young children chronically malnourished, nine per cent acutely malnourished and 21 per cent underweight.

* * *

Sudan

27 April – A team from the United Nations refugee agency has arrived in a Chadian border town to verify reports that 200 to 300 Sudanese refugees have been crossing weekly from the Darfur region into Chad since the beginning of April, an agency spokesman said today.

The UN High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR) spokesman, Ron Redmond, said in Geneva that new refugees in the town of Bahai, joining the 7,000 already registered there, told the team that they fled after Sudanese militia members attacked them on 2 April, looting and burning their homes.

UNHCR and its partner, CARE, will distribute aid to refugees in the Kariari area, 35 kilometres north of Bahai, temporary home to 16,000 refugees who fled Sudan at the end of January and the beginning for February after aerial bombs hit their villages, and the militias then attacked them, he said.

The water available for the two refugee camps was becoming scarce, he added.

The Chadian hosts and those refugees they had taken in have resorted to eating seeds called mukhet, usually used as cattle feed. Not only were they at risk of malnutrition, but the International Rescue Committee told UNHCR that the refugees attending their mobile clinic in Kariari were suffering from diarrhoea, respiratory infections and conjunctivitis.

Meanwhile, the UN fact-finding team dispatched from Geneva to look into Darfur’s human rights situation was in al-Fasher, the capital of Northern Darfur State, in western Sudan. The team was due back in Geneva next week, when they would submit their report to Acting High Commissioner for Human Rights Bertrand Ramcharan.

World Food Programme (WFP) Executive Director James Morris, leader of a UN humanitarian assessment mission for Darfur, arrived today in Sudan’s capital Khartoum, with his team.

* * *

Locusts

27 April – Warning of “the most serious locust situation” in West and Northwest Africa in 10 years, the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) today issued yet another alert, calling for $17 million to continue the current preventive campaign and extend it to new areas.

Stressing that it took several years and more than $300 million to end the last desert locust plague of 1987-1989, FAO Locust Information Officer Keith Cressman noted that widespread laying, hatching and band formation were in progress south of the Atlas Mountains in Morocco and Algeria, and there were also large locust populations in northern Mauritania and some in Niger.

“It is very difficult to find and treat all of the desert locust infestations because many of them are scattered in remote areas,” Mr. Cressman said in a news release at FAO’s Rome headquarters. “This is further compounded by insufficient resources being available in Mauritania and Niger, and a rapid drying up of funds in other countries.”

A locust upsurge of such a dimension can only be controlled by using insecticides, FAO said.

So far in April, nearly 200,000 hectares of locust infestations have been treated in Morocco, where citrus exports to Europe and North America worth an estimated $400 million could be at risk in the coming months.

In Algeria, locust control operations are under way against swarms that laid eggs in a broad swath of the country from its borders with Morocco in the west and with Tunisia in the east.

In early April swarms moved from Morocco across Algeria into western Libya, where around 3,700 hectares have been treated. Similar infestations may be present in southern Tunisia, FAO said. In Mauritania, new swarms are forming in the north where date palms, sorghum and oat crops have been damaged. Control operations are hampered by limited resources and only 10,800 hectares have been treated so far this month.

More than $17 million have been spent since October 2003, mostly from national budgets within the affected countries. Donors such as the European Commission, Italy, Norway, Spain and the United States contributed more than $5 million. But an additional $17 million are needed to continue the current campaign during the spring and extend it to breeding areas in the Sahel in West Africa during the summer, FAO said.

* * *

Measles

27 April – United Nations agencies today announced a global reduction of 30 per cent in measles deaths between 1999 and 2002, proving that by acting collectively to reach the world’s poorest children countries can achieve the UN goal of halving the toll of the leading vaccine-preventable killer of children by the end of 2005.

At 35 per cent, the reduction was even greater in Africa, the region with the highest number of people affected by the disease, thanks in large part to the Africa Measles Partnership comprising, among others, the UN World Health Organization (WHO), the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF), national governments, the American Red Cross, the United States Centers for Disease Control and Prevention and the UN Foundation.

“This is great news. Countries are to be commended for their efforts to fight measles – efforts that are truly paying off,” UNICEF Executive Director Carol Bellamy said in New York, noting that since 1999, almost 260,000 deaths per year have been prevented. “But we have to keep up the work and the funding as still far too many children’s lives are lost to measles.”

Recent progress is due to the adoption by the most affected countries of the comprehensive WHO/UNICEF strategy for sustainable measles mortality reduction, based on achieving at least 80 per cent routine immunization in every district and ensuring that all children get a second opportunity either through routine services or periodic Supplemental Immunization Activities (SIAs) every three to four years.

Under SIAs every child from nine months to five years of age is immunized over a one- to two-week period. The estimated annual cost for measles mortality reduction activities in the 45 so-called high burden countries is approximately $140 million.

“Countries have proven that routine immunization and supplemental measles immunization will reduce measles deaths. This is an extremely important step,” WHO Director-General Lee Jong-wook said in a news release in Geneva. “Now WHO encourages all high-burden countries to implement these strategies, and stands ready to help.

“However success also requires more resources, and a long-term commitment of leaders to permanently reducing measles deaths,” he added.

* * *

West Africa

27 April – A meeting of representatives of the United Nations and the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) in Senegal this weekend will explore how best the two organizations and civil society can implement UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s recommendations on stabilizing West Africa, the UN regional office said today.

Mr. Annan has recommended ways of eliminating cross-border problems in West Africa by ending the spread of small arms, the recruitment of child soldiers, the employment of mercenary soldiers and the erection of roadblocks.

“It is high time to deal with these scourges that have afflicted our region for many years,” the Secretary-General’s Special Representative for West Africa, Ahmedou Ould-Abdallah said in announcing the 30 April meeting in the Senegalese capital, Dakar.

“With the Security Council having now formally endorsed the practical and concrete recommendations made by the Secretary-General, all relevant actors – whether in the international community, ECOWAS, national governments and civil society organizations – have to work on credible action plans to implement those recommendations,” he said.

“This is what we will be attempting to do next Friday,” he added.

A Security Council Presidential Statement issued on 25 March said the Council would take a regional approach to West Africa as part of a wider strategy of conflict prevention, crisis management and post-conflict stabilization there.

On 29 April representatives of UN peacekeeping operations in Côte d’Ivoire, Liberia and Sierra Leone will meet to strengthen mission cooperation, including joint patrolling and monitoring and the possibility of “hot pursuit” cross-border operations, the UN Office for West Africa (UNOWA) said.

* * *

Water

27 April – With the United Nations Millennium Declaration putting pressure on governments to halve the number of people lacking access to safe water and decent sanitation by 2015, a new report, sponsored by the UN health agency and launched today, estimates that the additional global investment needed will be $11.3 billion per year.

The World Health Organization (WHO) report, “Evaluation of the Costs and Benefits of Water and Sanitation Improvements at the Global Level,” was prepared by the Swiss Tropical Institute and presented at the UN Commission on Sustainable Development (CSD-12) in New York.

The economic benefits from each dollar invested range from $3 to $34 – or even as much as $60 – depending on the region. An $11.3 billion investment could bring an $84 billion return, the report says.

In the calculations, savings of time from locating water and sanitation facilities more conveniently for people are valued at the minimum hourly wage rate for each country.

The report notes that improving water and sanitation saves on funds for treating sometimes fatal diarrhoea and other water-borne diseases. The reduction of infectious diarrhoea ranges from 4 per cent in the poorest areas, using simple improvements, to 69 per cent in areas using the highest water supply and sanitation technologies.

“In 2003, there were an estimated 6 million deaths due to unsafe water and lack of sanitation and hygiene, 90 per cent of those of children in developing countries,” Dr. Jamie Bartram, WHO Coordinator for Water, Sanitation and Health, told a news conference at UN Headquarters in New York. “However, outbreaks of diseases related to the problems broke out in countries at all levels of development.”

Asked why the Millennium Development Goal (MDG) for water was presenting such difficulties, WHO Assistant Director-General Dr. Kerstin Leitner said, “The world population is still growing.

“Something that used to be an abundant resource was abundant no more, the more so since the world population is moving into areas that did not use to have settlements, such as the semi-arid north China plain, still using traditional water technologies.”

Increased industrialization had also polluted more water resources, she said.

Governments have pledged to provide 1.5 billion people with access to improved drinking water and 1.9 billion people with basic sanitation facilities by 2015, under the MDGs, adopted at a UN summit in 2000.

Improving only water supplies would cost an additional $1.78 billion annually. Improving sanitation costs a great deal more because a greater number of people need access at this time and require more privacy, whereas water supply services are shared by many people for many public uses, it said.

* * *

Youth

27 April – The world’s youth are better off today than earlier generations, although many are still severely hindered by a lack of education, poverty, health problems, unemployment and the impact of conflict, the United Nations says in a new report released today, the first to examine the global situation of young people.

The World Youth Report 2003 measures progress in 10 priority areas – education, employment, extreme poverty, health issues, the environment, drugs, delinquency, leisure time, the situation of girls and young women, and youth participation in decision-making – identified by Member States when they adopted the 1995 World Programme of Action for Youth.

Johan Schölvinck, Director of the Division for Social Policy and Development of the UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs (DESA), told a press briefing the main message to emerge from the report was that young people needed to be given the tools to make them effective agents of social change and enable them to realize their potential.

Young women and men between 15 and 24 in some regions were better educated and had an unprecedented knowledge of the world around them, yet 133 million youth remained illiterate. Only one in four young persons – or 22 per cent of young women and 26 per cent of young men – was enrolled in secondary school in sub-Saharan Africa, compared with 40 to 57 per cent in South Asia, and 62 to 67 per cent in the Middle East and North Africa.

Of the slightly more than 1 billion young people between 15 and 24, almost nine out of 10 lived in developing countries. Up to 110 million youth were estimated to be malnourished and up to 7,000 became infected with HIV/AIDS daily.

Mr. Schölvinck said the Report also examined five new priorities that had emerged since the adoption of the 1995 plan: globalization; information and communication technologies; HIV/AIDS; conflict; and inter-generational relations.

* * *

Trade and development

27 April – This summer’s ministerial meeting of the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) will be an excellent opportunity for countries to review efforts to resume global trade negotiations since the stalemate last September in Cancún, Mexico, UNCTAD Secretary-General Rubens Ricupero said today.

There was general agreement that the last possible period to work out the framework for future trade negotiations would be the end of July, therefore the meeting from 13 to 18 June in São Paulo, Brazil, would beat the deadline by a month, he said at a press briefing at UN Headquarters in New York.

While it was difficult to predict whether trade negotiations in the World Trade Organization (WTO) would be successful, the conditions in “the real world of trade” were much more encouraging now than they were in the recent past, he said.

The world economy would probably expand by as much as 4.5 per cent this year, Mr. Ricupero said. World trade had grown by 4.7 per cent last year and, according to estimates, could grow by 7.5 per cent in 2004, providing better opportunities for exports and creating a more propitious climate for trade negotiations.

The theme of the meeting would be “Enhancing coherence between national development strategies and global economic processes towards economic growth and development, particularly of developing countries,” he said. The meeting would deal specifically with such developing country complaints as improving access to markets in rich countries and the need to redress past imbalances in the world trading system.
UNCTAD’s ministerial-level meeting is held every four years to set the organization’s priorities and guidelines for action.

One document expected to come out of the meeting, currently being negotiated at the preparatory committee meeting in Geneva, would include development strategies in a globalizing world economy; improving international competitiveness; assuring development gains from the international trading system and creating partnerships for development, Ambassador Luiz de Felipe de Seixas de Correa of Brazil said.

* * *

UN-HABITAT

27 April – A senior Iraqi official and the chair of an organization that promotes partnerships among those involved in water management have been honoured by the United Nations agency dealing with urban issues for their contributions in human settlements development.

Nasreen Mustafa Sideek Berwari, Minister for Municipalities and Public Works on Iraq’s Governing Council, and Margaret Catley-Carlson, Chair of the Global Water Partnership and a former Deputy Executive Director of the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF), were announced yesterday as the winners of the 2003 Habitat Scroll of Honour Awards given by the UN Human Settlements Programme (UN-Habitat).

Ms. Berwari was recognized for her commitment to the welfare of displaced and vulnerable persons in northern Iraq. Speaking at a press briefing at UN Headquarters in New York, she recalled that seven years ago this month, UN-Habitat had appointed her to head one of three offices it had opened in Iraqi Kurdistan to address the needs of more than 4,000 destroyed communities, including towns of more than 30,000 people.

Ms. Berwari said she was receiving the UN-Habitat Scroll of Honour on behalf of all those who had worked closely with her and who had supported the work at the community level. It was also received on behalf of the hundreds of thousands of families that the reconstruction and resettlement had helped and who had participated in the projects. The programme had completed 25,000 housing units complete with water systems, schools, health centres, roads and other civic facilities.

Ms. Catley-Carlson, who was honoured for her contribution to placing water and sanitation on the global political agenda, said she had been trying to get the international community to understand the “silent emergencies” that were occurring because the world did not or could not take on the changes needed to face up to the fact that growing world population was reducing the per capita availability of water, the extraordinary growth rates of cities, and the enormous problems encountered by informal and peri-urban settlements in getting access to water and sanitation.

Such quiet emergencies were very difficult, in the sense that for the media to cover the fact that 6,000 children died each day was difficult because it all happened very separately and had been happening for a very long time, Ms. Catley-Carlson said. The continuing water and sanitation crisis was one of trachoma and other unnecessary diseases, like diarrhoea and cholera, which resulted from the lack of access to drinking water and the absence of the habit and availability of sanitation.

* * *

Population Award

27 April – Internationally acclaimed demographer John C. Caldwell and the Addis Ababa Fistula Hospital, a pioneer in the treatment of childbirth injuries, have won the 2004 United Nations Population Award, given each year to honour outstanding work in population activities and in the improvement of the health and welfare of individuals.

The awards, announced yesterday by the UN Population Fund, will be presented in July at a ceremony at UN Headquarters in New York. Each winner will receive a certificate, a gold medal and an equal share of a monetary prize.

Mr. Caldwell, this year’s winner in the individual category, is one of the most influential and prolific scientists in the field of population, according to nomination papers sent to the award committee. The Emeritus Professor of Demography in the Research School of Social Sciences at the Australian National University in Canberra has published well over 300 articles and his work to frame the HIV/AIDS epidemic in Africa as a demographic, epidemiological and sociocultural phenomenon is unparalleled.

Mr. Caldwell’s 1976 paper, “Restatement of demographic transition theory,” which examines changing directions of intergenerational wealth flows, remains the single most influential work in this area, according to the nomination papers. The majority of his research concentrates on sub-Saharan Africa and Asia.

The Addis Ababa Fistula Hospital won the award for outstanding achievement as an institution. Founded in 1974, it uniquely specializes in the treatment and care of women living with obstetric fistula, a devastating childbirth injury that damages a woman’s birth canal and leaves her incontinent.

The hospital provides free medical care to over 1,200 women annually and has treated over 25,000 women. It uses a holistic approach to restore the health and dignity of fistula sufferers and offers literacy classes, physiotherapy and support to help women rejoin their communities once they are cured. The hospital has also become a teaching institution for surgeons throughout Ethiopia and the developing world.

* *** *

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

Good afternoon.

**Guest at Noon
As you can tell from the PowerPoint, we’re having a guest at the noon briefing today.  It’s Johan Schölvinck, the Director of the Division for Social Policy and Development in the Department of Economic and Social Affairs.  He will brief you on the findings of the World Youth Report 2003.  This is the first comprehensive UN publication to examine the global situation of young people since the UN adopted the World Programme of Action for Youth in 1995.

He will be coming up here in just a minute.

**SG’s Press Conference Tomorrow
Also on the subject of press conferences, the Secretary-General will give a press conference tomorrow in this room at 11:30 a.m. This is one of his periodic press conferences that you are always pressing him to do.  As usual, we will not have a noon briefing tomorrow.

The Secretary-General’s last such periodic press conference, by the way, was on 19 January.  And he also met with you on 13 February on the subject of Cyprus.  [He later corrected that to say the 19 January press conference was Iraq-specific.  The last periodic one was, therefore, 18 December.]

**South Africa
The tenth anniversary of democracy in South Africa is a day that gives concrete meaning to the abstract concepts of humanity and of hope, the Secretary-General said today.

Speaking at an event to mark the anniversary this morning, the Secretary-General says that today, the international community rejoices to see South Africans of all colours, ethnic groups and creeds, working together to forge a common future.  South Africa now occupies a key position and has a strategic role in regional and international affairs, he added.  We have copies of his remarks available upstairs.

**Security Council
The Security Council held consultations on Western Sahara today.

A draft resolution was introduced after Hedi Annabi, the Assistant Secretary-General for Peacekeeping Operations, briefed members on the latest report of the Secretary-General on Western Sahara, which came out as a document this morning.

**Western Sahara – SG’s Report
In his report on Western Sahara, which was issued today, the Secretary-General notes that the issue of sovereignty continues to divide Morocco and the Polisario Front and to prevent a negotiated solution.

The Secretary-General says he sees only two options for the Security Council to consider:  the first would be to terminate MINURSO –- that’s the UN peacekeeping mission there -- and return the issue of Western Sahara to the General Assembly, acknowledging that 13 years of deployment and $600 million will not solve the problem unless one or both of the parties are required to do something they would not voluntarily agree to do.  The second option, he says, is to try once again to get the parties to work towards acceptance of the Peace Plan.

The Secretary-General favours the second option, and he calls upon the parties to work towards acceptance and implementation of the Peace Plan and recommends that the mandate of the UN mission be extended for 10 months.

**Security Council – Part II
The second item on the agenda of this morning’s Security Council consultations was a briefing by the Chairman of the Al-Qaida and Taliban Sanctions Committee, Ambassador Heraldo Muñoz of Chile.

And scheduled this afternoon at 3:30 p.m. then, is an open meeting at which Lakhdar Brahimi will brief on Iraq.  And that will be followed by closed consultations on the same subject.  Mr. Brahimi will come to the stakeout after the consultations to speak to you.

**Iraq
The Iraqi Governing Council announced yesterday that it is adopting the proposal for the formation of the Independent Electoral Commission of Iraq.  This follows the proposal put forward by the UN Electoral Assessment Mission, headed by Carina Perelli, during its recent visit throughout Iraq.  The task of this Independent Electoral Commission will be to oversee, prepare and conduct the elections according to the Iraqi legal framework and international standards.  This commission will be headed by an eight-member Board of Commissioners, of which seven will be Iraqis and one will be an international member.

There will now have to be a large public information campaign to encourage qualified Iraqis to be nominated to serve on this commission.  Candidates will have to submit a package that will include, among other items, references and a personal essay.  Once nominations are received, the candidates will be assessed through a multi-step technical evaluation process undertaken by the UN.  More details are available in a fact sheet that we have upstairs.

**Georgia – SG’s Report
The Secretary-General’s latest report on the situation in Abkhazia, Georgia, is out on the racks today, and in it, he says there’s reason for cautious optimism in the long term.  The Secretary-General says he is encouraged by the new Georgian leadership’s public commitment to pursuing a comprehensive settlement by peaceful means.  He also calls on the Abkhaz side to review its position and use the opportunity of the changing political climate in Tbilisi to start meaningful negotiations on the substantive issues of the conflict.

The Prime Minister, Zurab Zhvania will brief in an open meeting on Thursday.  Security Council members will then hold consultations on Georgia.

**North Korea
The train explosion in the North Korean city of Ryongchon last Thursday appears to have destroyed nearly two thirds of the city centre, the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs said today.

The UN Humanitarian Coordinator and the regional director and country director for the World Food Programme visited the city on Sunday to assess the situation and to deliver food aid.  According to the local authorities there, the most important needs of the affected people are medicines, food, building materials and utensils.

OCHA was told that, as of today, the death toll stands at 161, with more than 1,300 people injured.  In many cases, the injuries appear to be very severe, with the majority appearing to be injuries to the eyes and face, as a result of the blast.

The World Food Programme says it had delivered seven tons of food to the location of last week’s train disaster where food aid was distributed to the most severely affected victims.  WFP’s goal was to distribute at least 1,000 tons of food amounting to 1 million dollars to those affected by the disaster.  A new flash appeal was expected to be issued soon to meet the pressing needs.

**Darfur - Missions
The UN fact-finding team that was dispatched to look into the human rights situation in the Darfur region was in Al Fasher today in northern Darfur.

The team was expected to return to Geneva early next week and to submit their report shortly thereafter to the acting High Commissioner for Human Rights, Bertrand Ramcharan.  The report would be transmitted to the Secretary-General and to the Commission on Human Rights.

Meanwhile, James Morris, the Executive Director of the World Food Programme, and leader of the humanitarian assessment mission to Darfur, arrived in Khartoum with his team today.  He hopes to get into Darfur tomorrow.

**Darfur - Refugees
The UN refugee agency is investigating reports of a new influx of Sudanese refugees into north-eastern Chad, an area already hosting earlier waves of refugees facing food and water shortages.  Local authorities estimate that each week, some 200 to 300 people have been crossing the border from Darfur into Chad since the beginning of the month.

**FAO – Locust Swarm
The Food and Agriculture Organization of the UN is warning that despite intensive control efforts, the threat of desert locusts in west and north-west Africa remains extremely serious –- the most serious locust situation in the region for 10 years.

FAO says $17 million is needed to continue the current locust control programme during the spring and extend it to breeding areas during the summer.  We have a press release on that.

**WHO – Measles Reduction
The World Health Organization and UNICEF, the UN Children’s Fund, today announced a 30 per cent global drop in the number of deaths from measles between 1999 and 2002.  There was a 35 per cent drop in measles deaths in Africa, which is the region with the highest number of people affected by the disease.

WHO says the progress is due to the adoption of the comprehensive WHO/UNICEF measles strategy, which is based on routine immunization coverage.  The UN’s goal is to cut global measles deaths in half by the end of 2005.  We have more in a press release on that upstairs.

**CSD – High-Level Meeting
A reminder now that the Commission on Sustainable Development continues this week with the High-Level Ministerial Segment starting tomorrow.  The Secretary-General will address the Opening of the High-Level Segment, which is expected to be attended by over 80 ministers.

Tomorrow at 2 p.m., the Commission’s Chairman, Norway’s Environment Minister Børge Brende, will brief the press here on the outcomes of the main Commission session and his expectations for the High-Level Segment.

**NPT Prep Com
The third and final phase of preparations for next year’s review of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty began here yesterday, with States that are party to the Treaty discussing recent challenges to the Treaty and its effectiveness.

Among the events being held in conjunction with the preparatory session, I’d like to highlight a press conference tomorrow at 1:15 p.m., in this room by the group, Mayors for Peace, a coalition of mayors from around the world who are opposed to nuclear weapons.  The president of the group, Tadotoshi Akiba, who is the Mayor of Hiroshima, and its vice-president, Iccho Itoh, who is the Mayor of Nagasaki, will address the press.

**Press Conferences Today
And finally, press conferences this afternoon, 12:45, Rubens Ricupero, Secretary-General of the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), will be here to talk to you about the eleventh UNCTAD conference, which will be taking place next June in Sao Paolo, Brazil.

And then 3:30 p.m. this afternoon, the Prime Minister of Sweden Göran Persson will be here to brief you, as well.

That’s all I have for you today.  Abdurrahim?
Questions and Answers
Question:  Fred, on Western Sahara and the SG’s report on it, the second option that the SG gave, how optimistic is he that a consensual solution will be found within the 10-month extension period for MINURSO?

Spokesman:  I don’t think it’s a question of optimism, but of tenacity.  I think he feels that as long as there is at least a slim hope of reaching some kind of agreement, that we ought to keep trying.

Is that it?  Okay, then I will ask Johan Schölvinck to come forward and take this chair.

* *** *



UNEP and the Executive Director in the News


� HYPERLINK  \l "Fishing" ��Xinhua - UNEP endeavors to reform fishing subsidies system�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Forest" ��ALLAFRICA - Minister Launches National Forest Body�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Writers" ��Business  Wire - Environment Writers; Education Writers��� HYPERLINK  \l "Storms" ��Reinsurance Magazine - CLAIMS; WEATHER; ASIAN DUST STORMS MOUNT�


� HYPERLINK  \l "NigerBasin" ��PANA – UNEP promises aid to Niger Basin Authority�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Gouvernance" ��RFI - La bonne gouvernance sauvera le Niger�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Pecherie" ��Xinhuanet - Le PNUE appelle à l'accélération des réformes en matière de subventions aux pêcheries  �


� HYPERLINK  \l "Subvenciones" ��Invertia - Reclaman medidas urgentes contra las subvenciones a la pesca�
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