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Insurers warned on global warming

28.12.04

by Michael McCarthy in London

 The earthquake and deadly sea surges that swept across southern Asia were the latest of several ferocious natural disasters in the past year.

It was a year ago, on Boxing Day last year, that the ancient city of Bam in Iran was destroyed by a powerful earthquake that killed more than 43,000 people, injured 20,000 and left 60,000 destitute.

And 2004 has been the year of the hundred-billion-dollar damage bill - when the weather broke all records.

Across the planet, it caused unprecedented economic damage, new figures reveal - adding to fears that the disastrous consequences of climate change are beginning to take effect.

Losses caused by natural disasters, most of them climate-related and headed by hurricanes in America and typhoons in Japan, leapt for the first time to more than US$100 billion ($139 billion), according to preliminary estimates from the Zurich-based reinsurance giant Swiss Re.

The remarkable sum will intensify the global-warming debate, as more extreme weather events, including tropical storms of greater intensity, are among the predicted consequences of climate change.

The astonishing storms of the past year are consistent with this, although scientists say it is not yet possible to link them to global warming directly.

However, leading environmentalists said they should be very much taken as a warning.

"Here again are yet more events in the real world that are consistent with climate change predictions based on the most up-to-date scientific models," said Tony Juniper, the director of Friends of the Earth.

"Only last year, the members of the United Nations Environment Programme’s finance initiative were estimating that insured losses due to natural disasters would soon approach US$150 billion per decade.

"These figures say we are well on the way to reaching that in just one year.

"The insurance industry must now add its voice to those calling for urgent action to limit the danger posed by rapid climate change."

Swiss Re is a specialist in reinsurance: it insures smaller insurers against large-scale disasters.

Its records of disasters since 1970 indicate that the rate of natural catastrophes accelerated in the 1990s, which is also the decade when rising global temperatures have become clearly apparent.

But Swiss Re executive Henner Alms said the company was "cautious" about attributing this directly to man-made climate change.

The company estimates that total economic losses for 2004 from natural and man-made catastrophes totalled US$105 billion - the vast majority of them caused by weather, and the first time that the US$100 billion figure has been exceeded in a year.

About 95 per cent of claims this year were attributable to natural catastrophes, Swiss Re says.

Four fierce hurricanes hit the Florida coast, and the Caribbean and Gulf of Mexico were affected by similar natural disasters. A series of typhoons cost Japan billions.

Tech Central Stations

Insuring Climate Change -- High Risk Business 

Alarmism over climate change has created many bandwagons. One is Europe's insurance industry. It is an official "business partner" of the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP), the UN's official climate change booster. Many businesses seek a Green afterglow as global warming fellow travelers. The insurance companies claim a higher tone. They are in it to contribute. They may be taking a bigger risk than they realize. 

 

Kyoto old-timers suspected things could go poorly at the tenth annual UN Climate Change conference in Buenos Aires earlier this month. Although the Kyoto Protocol was about to enter into force, it was still defective. They knew the US and the developing countries could outvote the EU and were concerned the conference might pigeon-hole Kyoto rather than extend its key obligations beyond their expiry date in 2012. They were right.

 

Green NGOs like Friends of the Earth went to Buenos Aires apprehensive but not deterred. They wanted to keep the temperature high at the conference. A new report on the Arctic had been released just before the conference. Green NGOs claimed it showed the Arctic was melting because of global warming. 

 

Munich Re, the German insurance group, made its own contribution. It announced a study which showed how greenhouse warming had increased the incidence and intensity of natural calamities, for example the record hurricanes in the Caribbean last season. The report was released at a special event by Munich Re executive Thomas Loster and Klaus Topfler, Head of UNEP. 

 

Herr Topfler described Munich Re for as an exemplar for the private sector. The extreme weather was harming small developing countries so the need to stop global warming was "urgent". (Topfler is an established exaggerator. His claim that urgent action on climate change would give demonstrable help to developing countries is not even backed by studies commissioned by the UN. They show that if all countries started tomorrow to reduce emissions of carbon dioxide under the Kyoto program, global atmospheric levels of CO2 will not fall, but after 50 years their rate of increase might marginally fall. So if today's levels of CO2 are causing calamities, that will continue)

 

Bill O'Keefe, President of the Marshall Institute, a science public policy centre in Washington DC, thinks it likely that Munich Re have observed nothing more than a well-established cyclone pattern. Cyclone activity in the early nineties was at a cyclical low; it was due to increase.

 

Unfortunately no one could examine the Munich Re report because Herr Loster said it would not be available for several months. We are used to Green NGOs making claims without supporting data, but not large global finance companies, for whom reputations of prudence are important. 

 

Loster said governments needed to commit to reduce emissions in the post Kyoto period. It they didn't companies like Munich Re "would lose the appetite" for instruments to help manage the impact of bad weather. He was asked to explain. He said Governments needed to increase the range of opportunities to enable companies to spread liability, but did not elaborate on just how this would work. 

 

Either Munich Re believed, like Topfler, that immediate respite from global warming was possible (surely not, Munich Re's profits depend on sound, technical assessments of events they insure) or hoped Governments would underwrite weather damage (enabling insurance companies to provide limited insurance cover on top of that). Well, Munich Re would not be the first into that. US insurance companies have long enjoyed government subsidy for coverage of natural events.

 

But Topfler had other ideas. He reprimanded Loster for giving the wrong answer. Topfler said the finance industry could play a more direct role. Share markets for example could set the price of shares of companies according to their approaches to global warming: mark up the price of companies combating global warming and mark down those who weren't. It is obvious UNEP relies on government handouts, not income from share portfolios. 

 

Herr Loster did not comment. But others have. Swiss Re, another large European insurer, climbed aboard the global warming bandwagon early. It announced a decade ago it would work to develop insurance products to help mitigate the effects of global warming. The insurance products have been slow to materialize. Corporate policy has been easier. Swiss Re established a Globalization centre which has sponsored several conferences on global warming. 

 

It also recently established a Greenhouse Gas Risk Solutions Unit based in New York. Its focus also appears to be corporate policy. In a supplement to a special conference edition of "Environmental Finance", the head of the Unit, Christopher Walker, wrote that institutional investors have a critical role to play by, for example, valuing more highly companies that are effective in climate change risk management and (get this) even as owners by influencing corporate policy through their voting proxies and direct engagement. Does Swiss Re intend to follow this policy itself with the companies in which it invests? It would undermine its own business if it did.

 

Just what is going on in this industry? One is tempted to say these insurance companies are hedging. That of course is a joke. These companies are engaging in high risk corporate policy. At risk is their own reputation for careful assessment of risk and prudent investment policies. Or do Swiss Re and Munch Re think it does not matter what company you keep or what corporate policies you promote? 
___________________________________________________________________________________________ 
Mehr News (MNA Tehrain)

Teenage Isfahani student wins Japanese painting competition 

TEHRAN, Dec. 26 (MNA) -- Teenage student Fatima Torki Harchegani of Isfahan has won first prize at the International Children’s Painting Competition on the Environment in Japan. 

The Japan Quality Assurance organization (JQA) presented the award to Torki Harchegani, who is also a member of the Isfahan branch of the Institute for the Intellectual Development of Children and Young Adults.

 

A total of 12,597 participants from fifty-one countries competed in the event.

 

The competition is organized annually by the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) and the Japan-based Foundation for Global Peace and Environment (FGPE). It has been held since 1990 and has received over 160,000 entries from children in over 100 countries.
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Protection of the capital city's environment

By

Dec 24, 2004, 11:27

ON Thursday Department of Environment (DOE) and the Bangladesh Centre for Advanced Studies organised a Consultation Workshop at LGED auditorium in Dhaka on Dhaka City--State of Environment Report 2003. The report presented at the workshop was prepared with the help of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP). The facts and information, contained in the report, are enough to be worried about the environment of the capital city. The first concern is the sub-soil water level. It is rapidly going down, last year it went down to 46.24 metres. This year it must have gone further down. This rapid downtrend will make availability of water scarce and expensive. And due to excessive water extraction toxic substances like arsenic may get mixed making water risky for health. Already in many parts of the country arsenic has appeared as an alarming problem. The same problem may appear in Dhaka soon. The cause of lowering down of the sub-soil water of the city leads to fall of the water-level of the rivers surrounding the city. In the rivers Balu, Buriganga, Turag and Tongi khal water levels have gone drastically down. And the causes, as the report envisages, are increase in population, lack of coordination among government agencies, brick kiln, unplanned urbanisation and so on.

Another thorny problem is sewage and solid waste in the city. Last year the city produced 1.3 million tons of sewage. The solid waste is about 5000 tons every year. Both elements are thrown into landfills. But most of the waste remains untreated the consequence of which would be very bad. The concerned government reportedly has no programme about it till now. Environment Minister Mr. Tariqul Islam who swas the chief guest of the workshop did not mention any specific programme of the government regarding the above problems. For contamination of water people become easy prey to dysentery, hepatitis, gastro-intestinal disorders, dyspepsia, among others. Because of health problem of the people of working age many million man-hours are lost every year. This casts a negative shadow on the production scene of the country.

The government's programme about protecting the environment of the city is neither adequate nor clear. People in their naked eyes see environment polluting spots and elements. But they hardly know or are aware of environment protecting programmes and activities. We hope the consultation workshop would act as an eye-opener for the government and the Dhaka City Corporation authorities.

© Copyright 2003 by The New Nation
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IPS-Inter Press Service, December 23, 2004 
Latin America: Methane - A Greenhouse Gas Becomes A Star
BYLINE: By Diego Cevallos For Tierramerica
 

BODY:
Capturing methane, one of the gases thought to contribute to global warming, is fast becoming an attractive environmental deal for industrialised countries -- and for Latin America.

But the trend is causing tensions between social and environmental activists.

Brazil has already signed on to the first international project for capturing methane, responsible for 20 percent of the emissions that cause what is known as the greenhouse effect and changes in the global climate. The idea is to use the gas to produce electricity. 

Projects like this in the developing world will receive funding from industrialised countries that have ratified the 1997 Kyoto Protocol on climate change. As part of the pact's "clean development mechanism", by paying for reduced emissions in a developing country, an industrialised country can claim the results towards its own abatement target, stipulated by the Protocol.

Following in Brazil's footsteps, other countries in Latin America are also seeking financing for capturing methane, a gas that emanates from garbage dumps, livestock waste and some plants. Methane emissions in Latin America and the Caribbean comprise 9.3 percent of the global total, according to the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP).

And in another global effort to use this gas, the United States signed an agreement in November that gave life to a methane market consortium, which also includes Argentina, Australia, Brazil, Britain, China, Colombia, India, Italy, Mexico, Nigeria, Russia and Ukraine.

According to its members, this initiative could reduce overall greenhouse gas emissions (measured in units of carbon dioxide) by a quantity equivalent to the removal of 33 million vehicles from the world's roads each year.

"We see a great future in the (methane) market," which would benefit developing and industrialised countries alike, Jorge Barrigh, coordinator of the Latin American Carbon Programme of CAF, the Andean Community's development agency, told Tierramerica.

This regional body and other global agencies, like the World Bank, are pushing for developing nations to take advantage of emissions credits and technological assistance they see as part of the Clean Development Mechanism (CDM) included in the Kyoto Protocol, which enters into force on Feb. 16, 2005.

The CDM is one of three flexible mechanisms set up by the Protocol designed to help industrialised countries meet their goals for curbing greenhouse gas emissions to an average 5.2 percent below 1990 levels by the year 2012.

For example, corporations in the industrialised North can obtain "carbon credits" when they invest in emissions abatement projects in the developing South.

Brazil registered its NovaGerar plan as a CDM. The project makes use of the methane gas captured from garbage in Nova Iguacu, a city of one million people in the outskirts of Rio de Janeiro. The gas feeds a thermoelectric plan with the capacity to generate 12 megawatts of electricity.

Participating in that project is the Netherlands Clean Development Facility, associated with the World Bank.

CDM credits are an incentive for municipal government to better manage their garbage, given that "the possibility of revenues and reducing costs promotes the creation of more appropriate landfills," Antonio Carlos Delbin, technical director of Biogas Energia Ambiental, the company executing the project, said in a conversation with Tierramerica.

Another CDM project that Brazil will officially sign in 2005 also aims to generate electricity from methane, but from the sanitary landfill in Bandeirantes, outside Sao Paulo. The initiative has been under way since January and is already producing energy.

The reduction of methane emissions in Bandeirantes will reach the equivalent of 19 million tonnes of carbon dioxide in 21 years, according to Helvecio Guimaraes, technical director of Econergy Brasil, a company providing technical-financial services for clean technology projects.

Colombia has its own plan for capturing methane. In the western valley of Cauca, where the sugar mill Incauca is located, sugarcane pulp will be used to replace fossil fuels in the mill's operation.

With the funds obtained through this project under the Clean Development Mechanism framework, a business laboratory will be set up for participation by 120 children and their parents, Incauca's energy chief Ruben Uchima told Tierramerica.

But not everyone agrees on the benefits of the CDM.

With this option, "the industrialised countries are shifting their commitments to curb carbon emissions and avoiding investment in truly clean development technology," says Nadia Martinez, of the Washington-based liberal Institute for Policy Studies.

The CDM "looks like a good idea, but it has turned into a scheme for commercial transactions that benefits multinational corporations with projects that aren't necessarily appropriate," Martinez said.

U.S. President George W. Bush withdrew his country from the Kyoto Protocol in 2001, arguing that it hurt U.S. economic interests. But Washington has announced it has earmarked 53 million dollars over the next five years for developing the methane market consortium.

That speaks to what and who are really behind the CDM, commented Martinez. According to Maria Teresa Szauer, environmental director for the Andean CAF, "growing interest in capturing methane gas" is related to the fact that the methodology for measuring and tracking it have already been defined and developed, "which greatly facilitates its inclusion in the market."

In response to environmentalists' criticisms, Szauer said they are "somewhat intransigent" positions that do not take into account "the added value that these projects have for our countries."

The Andean development agency CAF says Latin America and the Caribbean should take advantage of the clean development mechanism because it will give developing countries access to profitable and sustainable technologies, which is why the agency is helping others in the region to identify opportunities in this arena.

(* Diego Cevallos is an IPS correspondent. With reporting by Yadira Ferrer in Colombia and Mario Osava in Brazil. Originally published Dec. 18 by Latin American newspapers that are part of the Tierramerica network. Tierramerica is a specialised news service produced by IPS with the backing of the United Nations Development Programme and the United Nations Environment Programme.)
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WASHINGTON POST   26-12-04

From the Ground Up

By Lynne Duke

She  is a young girl in Kenya, sent by her mother to fetch water from a small stream. But she is dallying.

The frogs fascinate her, and those wiggly little black things, the tadpoles, and those strings of things that look like beads but  break when she tries to pick them up because they are really tadpole eggs.

She is on her knees, amid the tall stalks of the arrowroot plants. She is crawling along, seeking the water's source, and she finds the place where the water comes "bubbling out, very, very gently . . . out of the belly of the earth." It is a momentous discovery, in her little girl's mind, and she will remember it always.

She stands up amid the tall arrowroot and sees, all around her, the silvery dance of water atop the broad, green leaves. There is green everywhere in Nyeri, her home region, lush with trees and shrubs. The image imprints itself in her consciousness: the earth as if should be.

But the stream dried up. Silt choked the rivers. Land grew barren. Forests fell to the tyranny of the colonial-era plantation system. And the little girl, Wangari Maathai, would grow up to lament this assault on nature and set out to do something about it.

She studied and traveled the world. She mastered the biological sciences, launched an environmental movement that planted 30 million trees. She protested for human rights, suffered beatings and jailings, was called a madwoman for her activism, but then rode into government on Kenya's wave of democracy. And earlier this month,  she became the first African woman to receive the Nobel Peace Prize. Her name now stands with the likes of Nelson Mandela.

But she has never forgotten the magic of that gurgling little stream. From that memory, her passion flowed.

Purpose in Planting

In New York last week, on her first trip to the United States as Nobel laureate, Maathai, 64, gave radio interviews (Air America, National Public Radio, Pacifica, XM Satellite), TV interviews (CNN, MSNBC, BET), plus a teleconference and a speech, attended receptions and dinners, all accompanied by an ever-present documentary crew chronicling her life, her work.

Watching her, listening to her, it never seemed that her passion wavered. In her husky voice and the lyrical cadence of her East African accent, the U.S.-trained biologist spoke at length, to anyone who asked, about why it is important to stop deforestation and desertification, about why environmentalism is part of good governance and peace. She talked about the tree as magic.

Trees are the center of her work. For nearly 30 years, she has trained rural women in Kenya to plant them. Using seedlings from Kenyan foresters, some 10,000 women have grown them in areas where the land is bare because so many trees have been felled for fuel or building materials. Called the Green Belt Movement, her project has set a global standard for how to turn rural communities into caretakers of the environment, making Maathai a kind of guru on grass-roots empowerment.

Tree planting sounds so simple, yet its impact, Maathai says, is profound.

Returning indigenous trees -- acacia, cedars, baobab -- to the landscape of Kenya will preserve water resources, halt soil erosion and desertification, she says. Agricultural output will improve, and there will be more food, more fuel, more building material, which will help strengthen and stabilize impoverished communities. When there is peace, democracy and good governance can flourish.

The foot soldiers in this process are women. Relegated to a subservient status in traditional African society, women are empowered and educated through Maathai's work about better ways to grow food, care for their livestock, feed their families. They earn a wage for nurturing their tree seedlings.

"None of us is that useless that we cannot improve the environment in which we live," Maathai says.

The Nobel Prize, she says, is both an honor and a challenge -- to go further, push harder and spread her movement farther afield in Africa, where she believes traditional forms of development so often have failed.

It is a point she made as a challenge during a speech she delivered Monday at the United Nations, where a gathering to honor her erupted in an ovation as she entered one of the U.N.'s cavernous chambers.

She is one of their own, a child of the United Nations. Her movement received an early and crucial boost from a U.N. grant, so she has come to offer thanks. But also to challenge the conventional wisdom on development aid, which often targets symptoms of a nation's problems rather than causes.

She reminds the U.N. group of the stool with three legs, which she likens to the concepts of peace, good governance and sustainable management of resources.

"Anybody trying to sit on a stool that has only two legs knows only too well, you will fall. And that is why often development agencies that do not see development requiring these three things, these three pillars, they can put all the money they want into the society but there will be no development.

"And that is part of the reason why in many regions we have not been moving forward, in many cases we have been moving backward."

Life Lessons

One small moment can change the course of someone's life. One act of foresight, one act of kindness, one bending of convention and, voilà, life is suddenly different.

When she was a girl, Maathai's eldest brother, Ndiritu Muta, asked their parents one day, "Why doesn't she go to school too?"

"Let her also go to school," she heard her brother saying. "Why isn't she going to school with us?"

Traditionally, most rural African girls, especially in her generation, were not educated. Their role was to do chores and prepare for the husband and children they would nurture one day.

But Maathai's parents relented. They enrolled her in a primary school, then a missionary convent high school. And when she graduated, she became one of hundreds of African students who went to study in the United States under a program designed to prepare a new generation of leaders for postcolonial Africa.

In 1960, she flew on an airplane for the first time. In New York she rode an escalator for the first time (and lost her shoe getting off). Then she took a Greyhound bus with two other Kenyan students to Mount St. Scholastica College in Atchison, Kan., which today is known as Benedictine College.

College life was full and rich, and her travels in the United States during that time were filled with wonderments.

She saw the great Mississippi River, which she had read about in geography classes back in Kenya, how it meant so much to U.S. history and commerce. In her mind it had loomed as a mighty, mighty force of nature.

"And I remember going and looking at it, and I couldn't believe that this is it! It's the Mississippi. It's almost like meeting a person. There you are, Mississippi River!

"When autumn came, my first autumn, the experience of trees losing leaves was, for me, phenomenal. Trees losing their leaves! . . . They were of course very beautiful and different colors and this doesn't happen in Kenya. So that was phenomenal. And then they all fell, every one of them. And the tree literally went to sleep.

"And then, the wind. You read in novels about whispering winds. It was only in Kansas that winds ever whispered! And they blew through those trees like violins. I never heard anything like that."

Maathai earned a bachelor's in biology in 1964, followed by a master's in biology in 1966 from the University of Pittsburgh, then returned to Kenya. There, she earned her doctorate in anatomy in 1971 from the University of Nairobi. Then she joined the faculty and taught microanatomy.

She also was selected to sit on the board of a local group, the Environmental Liaison Center, which coordinated U.N. ecological programs and the work of private groups.

Her upbringing in a rural area -- near that gurgling stream -- plus her biological studies fueled her concern for Kenya's land, she says. And when she began hearing from rural women about the environmental degradation that made it hard to grow food and feed their families, her tree planting idea took root.

As her career was taking off, so was her personal life. She married and had three children. Her husband, Mwangi Maathai, was elected to Kenya's parliament in 1974. But the marriage did not survive.

"I think my activism may have contributed to my being perceived as a woman who is not too conventional. And that puts pressure on the man you live with, because he is then perceived as if he is not controlling you properly, he is not asserting his manhood on you.

"And the children, of course they were young and they get affected. Their friends ask them what's wrong with their mom."

Her 32-year-old daughter describes her youthful attempts to put her mom into context. "I always told myself she was ahead of her time," says Wanjira Maathai, who now works in the Green Belt Movement. "In Kenya when she was being beaten and misunderstand, I thought, well, maybe they just don't get her. You know, when you come ahead of your time, you're [considered] crazy. Nobody can see your vision they way you see it."

Making Trouble for Moi

After the announcement in October that she would be awarded the Nobel Peace Prize, Maathai reveled in the affection, in people rushing up to her on the streets of Nairobi, the Kenyan capital, with tears in their eyes. They were so happy for her, so proud.

It wasn't always so.

Under  then-President Daniel arap Moi, an authoritarian ruler, Maathai was routinely vilified and arrested -- for her environmentalism, her feminism, her activism.

But Maathai continued to take on causes.

In 1989 she joined a lawsuit protesting Moi's proposal to build Africa's highest skyscraper with a statue of himself in Uhuru Park, a rare green space in   Nairobi. A government official derided her "clique of women" as a "bunch of divorcees."

In 1992 she spoke out against Moi when he dragged his feet on introducing multiparty democracy, and she was arrested for allegedly spreading rumors of a coup.

She remembers those times when she was so politically radioactive that people would cross the street when they saw her coming.

"It does make you feel lonely," she recalls. Then she chuckles. "If people are avoiding you on the streets, you know they aren't going to invite you for dinner."

Maathai was arrested over and over, though the stings were brief. Over breakfast, she speaks of her experiences in jail.

"It is dehumanizing. It is filthy. It is crowded. You are put in areas where people will mock you -- guards and even prisoners. You are put there to humiliate you. I remember one time I was put in a place that was so crowded with drunken people."

She stops in mid-sentence, then says, "Let's talk about jail after we eat." She cringes. "The images spoil my appetite."

In 1992 she also led a sit-in and hunger strike for several days with mothers whose sons were held as political prisoners.

"The mothers of these young men in jail came to me because they knew that I had become known as a person who is not afraid, a person who is willing to stand up and ask questions and articulate issues for the rights of others," she says. "So the women came and said, 'Can you help us?' "

Their protest attracted thousands of people, and police in full force. In a technique that became infamous, some of the mothers stripped in front of the soldiers to show their disgust. It is an old tradition, says Maathai, in which a curse is believed to fall on a young man who views the nakedness of a woman old enough to be his mother.

Maathai did not strip. But she was beaten unconscious by police swinging clubs and woke up in the hospital just a few months before she was to visit members of the U.S. Congress and then attend the Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro.

Her international prominence, she says, helped keep her prison stays short.

"The weakness of the Moi government was that it was very oppressive at home, but it was trying to create a very good image abroad," she says. After one of her arrests, Al Gore came to her defense, making calls to secure her release.

"I was empowering people with information. It was not the tree planting that Moi was against; he was against the educational component, the civic and environmental education, because that touched on governance, touched on democracy, respect for human rights, respect for environmental rights, protection of natural resources, equitable distribution of resources."

In 1999 she was arrested again, this time for protesting the clearing of a forest for a luxury housing development.

But in 2002, things changed for Maathai. Mwai Kibaki and his anti-corruption platform unseated Moi as president and Maathai was elected into the nation's parliament. The following year, she was named assistant minister for the environment. Suddenly her Green Belt Movement had a voice in government.

A New Scrutiny

When Maathai was awarded the Nobel Prize, some critics questioned how environmentalism is relevant to peace. Her selection as the peace prize winner, they said, was inappropriate.

But Maathai believes that the environment and development and peace all are linked.

"The Nobel committee has challenged the world to broaden the understanding of peace," she said in her Dec. 10 Nobel acceptance speech. "This shift is an idea whose time has come."

She has faced a more prickly controversy as well, over comments made about AIDS in an East African newspaper.

Her comments, Maathai says -- that AIDS was created by whites to destroy blacks, and was the product of evil scientists -- were a summation of theories that have gained currency in Africa, and not her own views.

"I neither say nor believe that the virus was developed by white people or white powers in order to destroy the African people," she says on her Web site. "Such views are wicked and destructive."

She does not want her reputation or her status as a Nobel laureate damaged. The prize, she says, isn't hers alone. It belongs to all those women and their trees and the hopes she has helped them nurture.

One wonders, also, if some political aspirations may also be at play. In the old days, when opposition forces were pressing Moi for change, she threw her name in as one of 15 presidential candidates for the 1997 general election. She had not a chance; actually no one had a chance against Moi then.

But today she is a politician. With a Nobel Peace Prize under her belt.

Air America host Rachel Maddow asked Maathai if she wants to be president one day.

Maathai didn't miss a beat. She simply beamed and declared, "Right now, my priority is to be a good Nobel Peace Prize winner."

____________________________________________________________________________________________
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Experts: Global warming, pollution add to coastal threats

Monday, December 27, 2004 Posted: 1801 GMT (0201 HKT) 
	
	

	
	

	
	


OSLO, Norway (Reuters) -- A creeping rise in sea levels tied to global warming, pollution and damage to coral reefs may make coastlines even more vulnerable to disasters like tsunamis or storms in future, experts said on Monday.
Few coastal ecosystems are robust enough to withstand freak waves like the ones that slammed into Asian nations from Sri Lanka to Thailand on Sunday, killing more than 22,000 people, after a subsea earthquake off Indonesia.

But global warming, poorly planned coastal development and other threats over which humans have some control are weakening natural defenses ranging from mangrove swamps to coral reefs that help keep the oceans at bay.

"Coasts are under threat in many countries," said Brad Smith at environmental group Greenpeace. "Development of roads, shrimp farms, ribbon development along coasts and tourism are eroding natural defenses in Asia."

Scientists say a build-up of heat-trapping gases in the atmosphere from human burning of fossil fuels threatens to trigger more powerful storms and raise sea levels, exposing coasts to more erosion.

Leaders of small island states will meet in Mauritius on January 10-14 to debate threats such as global warming.

World sea levels rose on average by 10-20 cm (4 to 8 inches) during the 20th century and an additional rise of 9-88 cm is expected by the year 2100, according to latest report by the U.N. Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change in 2001.

Rising Seas

Island nations like the Maldives, swamped by the tsunami, could literally disappear beneath the waves if seas rise. And in Bangladesh, 17 million people live less than one meter above sea level, as do many in Florida in the United States.

Richard Klein, a senior Researcher at the Potsdam Institute for Climate Impact Research in Germany, said vulnerability to natural disasters often went hand in hand with poverty.

"Vulnerability has as much a social dimension as an environmental one," he said. The Netherlands could afford to build higher dykes to defend against the seas, for instance, but developing states could not.

He suggested better early warning systems for everything from cyclones to tsunamis in the Third World.

"And one of the first risks for small islands is not that they will be submerged (by rising sea levels) but there will be no fresh water," he said. Salt water would poison reservoirs of rainwater and purification equipment would be too costly.

Smith at Greenpeace said damage to coral reefs was also making coasts more vulnerable to battering by the sea.

An international report early this month showed that about 70 percent of the world's coral reefs had been ruined or were under threat from human activities, ranging from over-fishing to coastal pollution and global warming.

"Corals form a storm barrier and if they die many islands will be more vulnerable to cyclones," he said.

____________________________________________________________________________________________
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Disaster poses huge aid challenge 
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Around a million are now homeless in Sri Lanka


The United Nations is mobilising what it says will be its biggest relief operation ever in response to the Asian quake disaster. 
At least 23,000 people were killed - mostly from sea surges triggered by the worst earthquake in 40 years. 
Thousands are missing, millions are homeless, and the disaster zone is now threatened with outbreaks of disease. 
At least 10 countries have been affected, with Sri Lanka, Indonesia, India and Thailand among the worst hit. 
Countries around the world have pledged money, personnel and supplies to the international aid effort now getting under way. 
Click here for map of affected area 
But the United Nations says it faces an unprecedented challenge in co-ordinating the distribution of aid to survivors. 
Hundreds of planes carrying emergency aid will be airborne within the next couple of days, the UN's emergency relief co-ordinator Jan Egeland said. 
Survivors may have little clean water or sanitation after Sunday's 9.0 magnitude earthquake sent huge waves from Malaysia to Africa. 
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	DISASTER TOLL 

Sri Lanka: 13,000 dead 

Indonesia: 4,500 dead 

India: 3,500 dead 

Thailand: 866 dead 

Maldives: 52 dead 

Malaysia: 44 dead 

Burma: 30 dead 

Bangladesh: 2 dead 
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Eyewitness accounts 
In pictures: Quake disaster 
At-a-glance: Countries hit 


Many places are still affected by flooding and communications remain disrupted, with contact not yet made with some remote regions. 
Though it was not the biggest tsunami wave ever recorded, "the effects may be the biggest ever because many more people live in exposed areas than ever before", said Mr Egeland. 
He said the relief operation would probably cost "many billions of dollars". 
"However, we cannot fathom the cost of these poor societies and the nameless fishermen and fishing villages...that have just been wiped out," he said. 
Digging for the dead 
Communities were swept away and homes engulfed by waves up to 10m high after the quake created a wall of water that sped across the oceans. 
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The waves flattened entire areas



Enlarge Image



The number of dead has climbed well into the thousands in Sri Lanka, India and Indonesia, and thousands are feared to have been killed on the Andaman and Nicobar islands, where reports say several islands have been submerged. 
In northern Indonesia, nearest to the epicentre of the undersea quake, the vice-president said on Tuesday he feared fatalities in the worst-hit province of Aceh could rise as high as 25,000. 
Packed holiday resorts in Thailand were also badly hit, and walls of water killed people in Malaysia, the Maldives, Burma and Bangladesh. 
	
	EARTHQUAKE EXPLAINED

Click below to see how the disaster unfolded



In graphics



Waves also swept the Somali coastline after nightfall on Sunday, where hundreds are feared drowned and thousands made homeless, officials said. 
In Sri Lanka, about a million are now homeless. 
The BBC's Roland Buerk in the southern town of Galle says people all along the coast have been digging - for food, water, belongings - and the dead. 
	
	GIANT EARTHQUAKES 

1960 - Chile, 9.5 magnitude 

1964 - Alaska, 9.2 

1957 - Alaska, 9.1 

1952 - Russia, 9.0 

2004 - Indonesia, 9.0 


Searches have also been continuing off southern India for those swept away from beaches or in fishing boats. 
A national disaster has been announced in the low-lying Maldives islands, more than 2,500km (1,500 miles) from the quake's epicentre, after they were hit by severe flooding. 
Aid promises 
International organisations and countries have pledged to help. 
· The International Monetary Fund promised "whatever possible assistance" 

· The Red Cross launched an appeal for 5m euros (£3.5m; $6.8m) 

· The European Union pledged 3m euros (£2.1m; $4.1m) 

· The US promised $15m (£7.8m) 

· Australia pledged 10m Australian dollars (£4m; $7.7m) and sent two planes carrying drinking water and purification equipment to Indonesia 

· Russia sent 25 tons of humanitarian aid to Sri Lanka 

· The UK was sending a plane to Sri Lanka with plastic sheeting and tenting 

· France sent a plane with 100 rescue workers, doctors and five tonnes of aid to Sri Lanka. The French Foreign Minister was to accompany another aid flight. 

Sunday's tremor - the fifth strongest since 1900 - had a particularly widespread effect because it seems to have taken place just below the surface of the ocean, analysts say. 
Experts say tsunamis generated by earthquakes can travel at up to 500km/h. 

____________________________________________________________________________________________

The Moscow Times

Tidal Waves Kill Over 23,700 in Asia

By Chamintha Thilakarathna

COLOMBO, Sri Lanka -- More than 23,700 people were killed and hundreds of thousands left homeless after a powerful undersea earthquake unleashed tidal waves that crashed into the coasts of South and Southeast Asia.

The disaster spared no one. Western tourists were killed sunbathing on beaches, poor villagers drowned in homes by the sea, and fishermen died in flimsy boats. The 21-year-old grandson of Thai King Bhumibol Adulyadej was killed on a jet ski.

"We have a long way to go in collecting bodies," said Thai Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra, who expected the 866 death toll in his country to go much higher. One Thai official estimated up to 30 percent of the dead were foreigners.

Sri Lanka was hardest-hit by Sunday's tsunami -- a wall of water triggered by the world's biggest earthquake in 40 years, with a magnitude of 9.0, that erupted off the northern Indonesian coast. Colombo officials said their latest death toll had nearly doubled to 10,200 and 200 foreign tourists were feared dead.

"It smells so bad. ... The human bodies are mixed in with dead animals like dogs, fish, cats and goats," said Marine Colonel Buyung Lelana, head of an evacuation team in Indonesia's Aceh province on the island of Sumatra.

Families around the world anxiously sought news of loved ones on Christmas vacations whose dreams of sunshine in the East were turned into scenes of disaster. Calls from worried relatives swamped hotlines set up by ministries and tour firms.

"Our paradise turned into hell," said U.S. tourist Moira Lee, 28, who was on Patong Beach in Phuket, Thailand.

With at least seven Asian countries and one in East Africa counting the human and economic cost of the tragedy, Western nations pledged aid and geologists asked why warning systems that could have saved thousands of lives were not in place.

Struggling with destroyed communications, power outages and swamped and debris-strewn roads, emergency workers were shocked by the sheer scale of the catastrophe.

"We are used to dealing with disasters in one country. But I think something like this spread across many countries and islands is unprecedented. We have not had this before," Yvette Stevens, a UN emergency relief official, said in Geneva.

Other areas hit hardest by the tsunami were southern India, where more than 6,600 were listed dead, northern Indonesia with nearly 5,000 drowned, and Thailand's devastated southern tourist isles and beaches.

Deaths were also reported in Bangladesh, Malaysia, the Maldives, Myanmar and distant Somalia, where 38 people were killed by swollen seas.

The earthquake triggered a tsunami of up to 10 meters high, sometimes traveling as fast as an airliner, flattening houses, hurling fishing boats onto roads, sending cars spinning through swirling waters into hotel lobbies and sucking sunbathers, babies and fishermen out to sea.

Hundreds of thousands were left homeless.

Smaller tremors followed Sunday's earthquake, the world's biggest since 1964 and the fourth-largest since 1900.

The tsunami had echoes of another apocalyptic seismic event that originated in Indonesia when the island volcano of Krakatoa erupted in 1883, causing a tsunami that killed 36,000 people.

Indonesian rescue workers pulled hundreds of bodies from treetops, rivers and wrecked homes in Aceh province, desperate to clean up before disease could spread from rotting bodies polluting water supplies.

Volunteers laid children's bodies in rows under sarongs at makeshift morgues. Others were stacked in white fish crates.

"I am hoping there are still enough coffins available," said Mustofa, mayor of Aceh's Bireuen regency.

One senior official said the toll in Aceh province could rise to 10,000. Deaths were previously put at 3,000.

President Vladimir Putin called for better ways of predicting natural disasters and extreme weather so fast action could be taken to prevent huge losses of life.

Emergency Situations Minister Sergei Shoigu told Putin that the Asian region needed a better tidal wave monitoring system. "What happened in Asia could have been foreseen if they had a tidal wave warning center similar to the one in Russia's Far East," he said.

A first Russian plane taking aid to Asia left Monday. Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov has said no Russians died in the disaster, but local media reports said some were still missing.

Iran on Monday sent condolences to Asian countries struck by a tsunami a year to the day after an earthquake killed 31,000 people in the Iranian city of Bam.
____________________________________________________________________________________________

ABC News

Tidal Waves Kill 23,700 in Nine Countries

Bodies Piling Up in Areas Devastated by Tidal Waves; 23,700 Reported Dead in Nine Countries


Villagers look at houses destroyed by tidal waves at Velankanni near Nagappattinam, in the southern Indian state of Tamil Nadu, Monday, Dec. 27, 2004. Nearly 3,000 people have died in India in the tidal wave disaster, with Tamil Nadu state accounting for most of the deaths, the government announced Monday. (AP Photo/Str)

The Associated Press
COLOMBO, Sri Lanka Dec 27, 2004 — Rescuers piled up bodies along southern Asian coastlines devastated by tidal waves that obliterated seaside towns and killed more than 22,000 people in 10 countries, and officials indicated Monday that the death toll could climb far higher. 

Hundreds of children were buried in mass graves in India, and morgues and hospitals struggled to cope with the catastrophe. Somalia reported hundreds of deaths, some 3,000 miles away from the earthquake that sent tsunamis raging across the Indian Ocean. 

The International Red Cross reported 23,700 deaths and expressed concern about waterborne diseases like malaria and cholera. Jan Egeland, the U.N. Emergency Relief Coordinator, said millions of people were effected by lost homes, polluted drinking water, destroyed sanitation and that the cost of the damage would "probably be many billions of dollars." 

"We cannot fathom the cost of these poor societies and the nameless fishermen and fishing villages and so on that have just been wiped out. Hundreds of thousands of livelihoods have gone," he told reporters.


· Asian Death Toll Mounts to Over 23,000
· Rebels Attack Iraq Police Station, 13 Killed
· The Future of Political Islam?
The count of the dead rose sharply a day after the magnitude 9 quake struck beneath the Indian Ocean off the coast of Indonesia the most powerful earthquake in the world in four decades. Government and aid officials suggested the toll could jump even further, citing unconfirmed reports of thousands more deaths on the Indonesian island of Sumatra and on India's Andaman and Nicobar islands, areas closest to the quake's epicenter. 

Walls of water sped away from the epicenter at more than 500 mph before crashing into the region's shorelines, sweeping people and fishing villages out to sea. Millions were displaced from their homes and thousands remained missing Monday. 

The governments of Indonesia and Thailand conceded that public warnings came too late or not at all. But officials insisted they could not know the seriousness of the threat because no tsunami warning system exists for the Indian Ocean. 

Rescuers converged on beaches and islands throughout the region to search for survivors, and offers of aid poured in from around the globe, as troops in the region struggled to deliver urgently needed aid. Pakistan, India's nuclear-armed rival, offered assistance. 

Chaos erupted at the airport in Phuket, Thailand, as hundreds of tourists, many wounded and weeping, tried to board planes. 

Sri Lanka said more than 10,000 people were killed along its coastlines, and Tamil rebels said 2,000 people died in its territory, raising that country's toll to more than 12,000. 

Indonesia reported about 5,000 deaths and India 4,000. Thailand a Western tourist hotspot said hundreds of people were dead and thousands more were missing. Deaths also were reported in Malaysia, Maldives, Myanmar, Bangladesh and Somalia. The Red Cross reported 6,000 deaths in India and three deaths in the Seychelles, part of its total of 23,700. 

With communications still difficult with the areas closest to the epicenter, officials predicted more deaths there. Indonesian Vice President Jusuf Kalla said the death toll on the island of Sumatra could climb to 10,000. 

On the remote Car Nicobar island, an Indian territory 150 miles northwest of Sumatra, Police Chief S.B. Deol told New Delhi Television he had reports another 3,000 people may have died. If confirmed, that would raise India's toll to 7,000 and the overall number to 25,000. 

"The Andaman and Nicobar islands have been really badly hit," said Hakan Sandbladh, senior health officer at the Geneva headquarters of the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, noting that unconfirmed reports put the death toll at 13,000 on the islands. 

A Somali presidential spokesman said an unknown number of people but in the hundreds died and entire villages disappeared on the African country's coastline. "All of the fishermen who went to sea (Sunday) haven't come back," Yusuf Ismail said. 

In Bandah Aceh, on the northern tip of Sumatra, 150 miles from the quake's epicenter, dozens of bloated bodies littered the streets as soldiers and desperate relatives searched for survivors. Some 500 bodies collected by emergency workers lay under plastic tents, rotting in the tropical heat. 

"We have ordered 15,000 troops into the field to search for survivors," Indonesian military spokesman Edy Sulistiadi said. "They are mostly retrieving corpses." 

Unlike other areas, Bandah Aceh also suffered from the quake itself. The city's mall was reduced to a pile of rubble and its mosque was leaning precariously. 

Refugees in nearby Lhokseumawe complained that little or no aid had reached them. The city's hospital said it was running out of medicine. Villagers near the town picked through the debris of their ruined houses amid the smell of decomposing bodies. 

One man, Rajali, said his wife and two children were killed and he could not find dry ground to bury them to follow Islamic tradition. "What shall I do?" said the 55-year-old man, who, like many Indonesians, goes by a single name. "I don't know where to bury my wife and children." 

The southern Indian state of Tamil Nadu reported thousands of deaths. Chief Minister Jayaram Jayalalithaa called the scene "an extraordinary calamity of such colossal proportions that the damage has been unprecedented." 

Nearby beaches resembled open-air mortuaries. In Cuddalore, red-eyed parents buried more than 150 children in a mass grave covered over by a bulldozer. 

The tsunamis came without warning. Witnesses said sea waters at first retreated far out into the ocean, only to return at a vicious pace. Some regions reported a crashing wall of water 20 feet high. 

"The water went back, back, back, so far away, and everyone wondered what it was a full moon or what? Then we saw the wave come, and we ran," said Katri Seppanen, who was in Thailand, on Phuket island's popular Patong beach. 

Sri Lanka and Indonesia said at least 1 million people were driven from their homes in each country. Warships in Thailand steamed to remote tropical island resorts to search for survivors as air force helicopters in Sri Lanka and India rushed food and medicine to stricken areas. 

In Sri Lanka an island nation some 1,000 miles west of the epicenter about 25,000 troops were deployed to crack down on sporadic, small-scale looting and to help in rescue efforts. About 200 inmates escaped from a prison in coastal Matara. 

The U.S. Geological Survey said the quake's magnitude was 9.0 the strongest since a 9.2-magnitude temblor in Alaska in 1964 and the fourth-largest in a century. 

The quake occurred more than 6 miles deep and has been followed by powerful aftershocks. A 620-mile section of a geological plate shifted, triggering the tsunamis. 

Countries around the world had people among the dead. Britain reported 11 of its citizens had died; Norway 10; Sweden 9; Japan 9; Germany four; the United States and Denmark three. 

Those numbers likely would rise. Sri Lanka said 72 foreign tourists were killed, and Thailand said 35 of the dead were foreigners. 

President Bush expressed his condolences over the "terrible loss of life and suffering." From the Vatican, Pope John Paul II led appeals for aid. 

Aid agencies and governments around the world began pouring relief supplies into the region Monday. Japan, China, Russia and Israel were among the countries sending teams of experts. 

Jasmine Whitbread, international director of the aid group Oxfam, warned that without swift action more people would die from contaminated drinking water. 

In Thailand, Gen. Chaisit Shinawatra, the army chief, said the United States has offered to send troops stationed on Japan's Okinawa island. Thailand was considering the offer. 

Tsunamis as large as Sunday's happen only a few times a century. A tsunami is a series of traveling ocean waves generated by geological disturbances near the ocean floor. With nothing to stop them, the waves can race across the ocean like the crack of a bullwhip, gaining momentum over thousands of miles. 

An international tsunami warning system was started in 1965, after the Alaska quake, to advise coastal communities of a potentially killer wave. 

Member states include the major Pacific rim nations in North America, Asia and South America. But because tsunamis are rare in the Indian Ocean, no system exists there. 

Associated Press reporters Lely T. Djuhari in Banda Aceh, Indonesia, Sutin Wannabovorn and Alisa Tan in Phuket, Thailand, and S. Srinivasan in Cuddalore, India, contributed to this report.
CBC News 

Thousands killed in tidal waves from world's worst quake in 40 years 
03:06 AM EST Dec 28 

	 
	
A man talks on his phone near smashed cars along Patong Beach, Monday, in Phuket, Thailand. (AP/Suzanne Plunkett) 


DILIP GANGULY
COLOMBO, Sri Lanka (CP) - Rescuers piled bodies Monday along southern Asian coastlines devastated by tidal waves that obliterated seaside towns and killed more than 22,000 people in nine countries - more than half of them in Sri Lanka. The tally was expected to rise, 

with thousands still missing. 

Hundreds of children were buried in mass graves in India, and morgues and hospitals struggled to cope with the catastrophe. Chaos erupted at airports in Thailand as tourists, many bandaged and brought in by ambulance, tried to board flights. Hundreds of people died in Somalia, thousands of kilometres away. 

The death toll rose sharply a day after the magnitude 9 quake struck deep beneath the Indian Ocean off the coast of Indonesia, unleashing tsunami waves six metres high. It was the world's most powerful earthquake in four decades. 

Millions were left homeless, and the international Red Cross said it was concerned about the spread of waterborne diseases such as malaria and cholera. Offers of aid poured in from around the globe, as troops in the region struggled to deliver urgently needed aid to afflicted areas. 

Powerful waves smashed into seaside towns and resorts, sweeping away boats, homes, fishermen and scores of foreigners on Christmas vacation. Among the victims were a grandson of Thailand's king and a six-month-old Australian baby pulled by torrents from her father's arms on the Thai island resort of Phuket. 

The search continued for at least seven Canadians who were unaccounted for in the wake of Asia's deadly tidal wave. 

One Canadian is known to be among the 22,000 killed by the wall of water. Two others are missing in Thailand and five are unaccounted for in Indonesia. Identities were not immediately released. 

Foreign Affairs spokesman Reynald Doiron says Canada's missions in Southeast Asia are operating 24 hours a day and reports are continuously streaming in to Ottawa in the aftermath of the disaster. 

Officials in Indonesia and Thailand conceded that public warnings that could have saved lives in places farther from the quake's centre were never issued or were too little, too late. 

But governments insisted they couldn't know the true danger because there's no international system in place to track tidal waves in the Indian Ocean and they can't afford the sophisticated equipment to build one. 

The waves sped from the epicentre at more than 800 kilometres an hour before crashing into the region's shorelines, sweeping people out to sea. 

In Sri Lanka, the death toll reached 12,029, according to military officials and websites reporting from Tamil areas outside the government's control. 

Indonesia and India also each reported thousands dead, and Thailand said hundreds were dead there. Deaths also were reported in Malaysia, Maldives, Myanmar, Bangladesh and even in Somalia, 4,800 kilometres away. 

Sri Lanka and Indonesia had at least a million people each driven from their homes. 

Signs of carnage were everywhere Monday. Dozens of bodies still clad in swimming trunks lined beaches in Thailand. Villagers in Indonesia picked through destroyed homes amid the smell of rotting corpses, lacking any dry ground to inter the dead. 

Helicopters in India rushed medicine to stricken areas, while warships in Thailand steamed to island resorts to rescue survivors. 

In Cuddalore village, the bodies of more than 150 children killed were buried in a mass grave - their weeping parents looking on as a bulldozer filled the hole with sodden earth. In Malaysia, officials estimated that children who were frolicking in the surf or at beachside picnics when the waves struck comprised about one-third of victims. 

About 200 people were evacuated from devastated Phi Phi island, one of Thailand's most popular destinations for westerners. 

About 25,000 troops deployed in Sri Lanka dealt with a prison break of 200 inmates and looters who duped residents into leaving homes by saying more tidal waves were approaching. 

"When the residents are gone, they go on a looting spree," said Brig. Daya Ratnayake, a military spokesman. 

The U.S. Geological Survey said the quake's 9.0 magnitude was the strongest since a 9.2 magnitude temblor in Alaska in 1964, and the fourth-largest in a century. 

The quake unleashed tsunamis that pummelled southern Thailand an hour later. In 2½ hours, the torrents travelled some 1,600 kilometres to slam into India and Sri Lanka. 

Sri Lanka's government declared a national disaster, as did the neighbouring Maldives, a low-lying string of coral atolls where 43 people were killed. 

Towns in Indonesia's Aceh province on Sumatra, the closest land to the earthquake's epicentre, were swamped. 

The Health Ministry said at least 4,991 people were killed in Indonesia, but Vice-President Jusuf Kalla said the figure could be as high as 10,000 as he declared a national disaster. A reporter for The Associated Press saw bodies wedged into trees in one village, apparently left there by receding waters. 

In India, the waves swept away boats, homes and vehicles, killing 4,000 people, officials said. At least 20,000 people were evacuated. 

In Thailand, where tourist season is at its peak, the government said 866 people were killed and more than 7,000 injured. 

Among the dead was the Thai-American grandson of King Bhumipol Adulyadej, officials said. Poom Jensen, 21, was jet skiing when the tidal wave struck. 

Six-month-old Melina Heppell of Western Australia state was swept from her father's arms on the same beach, a relative told Australia's Channel Nine news. Canberra confirmed a baby of that age was killed on the island. 

Thailand reported 50 foreigners among its dead, and Sri Lanka reported 72. 

Eleven Italians and 11 Britons died in the tsunami, their governments said Monday. The United States, France and Denmark reported three deaths; Australia, Belgium, South Africa and Sweden each confirmed two deaths and New Zealand one. Japanese Media reported that 15 bodies in Sri Lanka appeared to be Japanese. 

Also among the missing, injured or dead were nationals of South Korea, Germany, Hong Kong, Malaysia, Mexico, Russia, Sweden and Chile, Thai Media reported. 

Jasmine Whitbread, international director of the aid group Oxfam, warned that without swift action, more people could die. "The flood waters will have contaminated drinking water and food will be scarce," she said. 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________

Sify News

Over 24,000 perish in Tsunami waves Tuesday, 28 December , 2004, 06:28 

Over 24,000 people have been killed by the killer tsunami waves that hit South and South East Asian coastlines on Sunday morning. The waves were an aftermath of a massive earthquake that measured 8.9 on the Richter scale off the coast of Indonesia. 

In India, Tamil Nadu is one of the worst affected states where 3,000 people are reported dead. In Andaman & Nicobar Islands over 5,000 are estimated to be killed. Full Coverage: Tsunami strikes in Asia 
Rescue workers backed by the Army, Air Force and Navy helicopters, planes and ships mounted massive relief operations along the south-eastern coast pulling out the dead and providing food, medicine and shelter to thousands rendered homeless by the tidal waves. 

Latest figures show that over 12,000 people were killed in Sri Lanka, with over 80 lakh people rendered homeless. The Lankan military said the casualty figure had risen in places outside areas held by the rebel Tamil Tigers in the north and east. 

In Indonesia too, the situation is grim. Nearly 5,000 people have been killed in the country, with the Aceh region in northern Indonesia being the worst hit. Thousands of soldiers combed seaside villages for victims and survivors in the region. 
____________________________________________________________________________________________

Times of India

Tsunami death toll nears 25,000

COLOMBO: The confirmed death toll from the massive earthquake and tidal waves that devastated much of Asia's coastline hit nearly 25,000 Tuesday, with officials warning the figure was likely to rise steeply.

In Sri Lanka nearly 12,000 people, including 70 foreigners, were killed in Sunday's disaster.

More than 6,800 people were reported killed in southern India with more victims expected, officials said.

Among them were about 3,000 in the Andaman and Nicobar Islands, close to the epicentre of the quake, where thousands were missing after five villages were swept away, an official said.

Around 3,600 were killed in the southern Indian state of Tamil Nadu and the former French colony of Pondicherry, officials said.

In Indonesia, more than 4,725 people were killed as the country took the full force of the huge earthquake and tidal waves that swallowed entire coastal villages.

The vice president has warned he expects the toll to reach as high as 2,500 once the true scale of the catastrophe becomes clear.

At least 990 people were killed, among them more than 700 foreign tourists, in southern Thailand, the deputy interior minister said.

Officials have said they expect the real toll to be twice as large. At least 56 people were killed in Myanmar and the toll was expected to rise substantially.

At least 52 people including two British holidaymakers were killed while another 68 were missing in the tourist paradise of Maldives, officials said.

In Malaysia 51 people, including many elderly and children, were killed, officials said.

In Bangladesh a father and child were killed after a tourist boat capsised from large waves, local officials said.

Fatalities also occurred on the east coast of Africa, with 100 fisherman were declared dead in Somalia.

The US Geological Survey said the earthquake registered west of the Indonesian island of Sumatra measured 9.0 on the Richter scale - making it the largest quake worldwide in four decades.
____________________________________________________________________________________________

ASSOCIATED PRESS

Deadly quake sent waves as far as Americas

By Janis Magin

HONOLULU – The earthquake-driven tidal wave that devastated coastlines from Asia to Africa registered in the Pacific Ocean as far away as the United States and the coast of South America, experts said Monday.

The magnitude 9.0 earthquake that struck near Indonesia generated tsunamis that killed more than 22,000 in 10 countries as it spread west and north across the Bay of Bengal and the Indian Ocean.


Advertisement

But the energy generated by the deep ocean waves also traveled to the Pacific, said Stuart Weinstein, a geophysicist with the Pacific Tsunami Warning Center on Oahu.

"We recorded tsunami waves along the coast of South America, on the coast of American Samoa, in Fiji, even Mexico, and the west coast of the United States," Weinstein said.

"It's been a multi-ocean tsunami," he added. "It's probably the first multi-ocean tsunami since Krakatoa."

The eruption of the volcano on the island of Krakatau on Aug. 27, 1883, generated a massive wave that swept over the shores of nearby Java and Sumatra, killing 36,000 people.

Other experts said this weekend's tidal waves were similar to those that struck the West Coast centuries ago. On Jan. 26, 1700, an earthquake of approximately magnitude 9.0 buckled the ocean floor from Vancouver Island to Northern California, setting off a tsunami that swamped the coast and washed away houses in Japan.

The tsunami warning center issued a tsunami warning bulletin over the weekend and tried to warn the countries in the path of the tidal waves, but lacked the right contact numbers. There is no tsunami warning center for the Indian Ocean.

"They were not plugged into this international effort to monitor tsunamis," Arun Swamy, a fellow at the East-West Center who specializes in South Asian politics, told the Honolulu Star-Bulletin. "There was certainly a lot of time. It would have been easy to evacuate people. But no one knew ... to prepare for it."

The Pacific has an underwater tsunami-detection system of five buoys nestled strategically on the ocean floor at depths of up to 18,000 feet. Three of the devices are off the Aleutian Islands in Alaska, one is off Vancouver, British Columbia, and one is off Oregon.
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UN or UNEP in the news

Insurers warned on global warming 

New Zealand Herald, 28.12.04 - by Michael McCarthy in London -  

The earthquake and deadly sea surges that swept across southern Asia were the latest of several ferocious natural disasters in the past year. 
It was a year ago, on Boxing Day last year, that the ancient city of Bam in Iran was destroyed by a powerful earthquake that killed more than 43,000 people, injured 20,000 and left 60,000 destitute.
…"Only last year, the members of the United Nations Environment Programme’s finance initiative were estimating that insured losses due to natural disasters would soon approach US$150 billion per decade. 
"These figures say we are well on the way to reaching that in just one year.
http://www.nzherald.co.nz/index.cfm?c_id=2&ObjectID=9004789 

Protection of the capital city's environment
The New Nation, Bangladesh - Dec 24, 2004 - ON Thursday Department of Environment (DOE) and the Bangladesh Centre for Advanced Studies organised a Consultation Workshop at LGED auditorium in Dhaka on Dhaka City--State of Environment Report 2003. The report presented at the workshop was prepared with the help of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP). The facts and information, contained in the report, are enough to be worried about the environment of the capital city. The first concern is the sub-soil water level. It is rapidly going down, last year it went down to 46.24 metres. This year it must have gone further down. This rapid downtrend will make availability of water scarce and expensive. And due to excessive water extraction toxic substances like arsenic may get mixed making water risky for health. Already in many parts of the country arsenic has appeared as an alarming problem. The same problem may appear in Dhaka soon. The cause of lowering down of the sub-soil water of the city leads to fall of the water-level of the rivers surrounding the city. In the rivers Balu, Buriganga, Turag and Tongi khal water levels have gone drastically down. And the causes, as the report envisages, are increase in population, lack of coordination among government agencies, brick kiln, unplanned urbanisation and so on.
http://nation.ittefaq.com/artman/publish/article_14833.shtml 


Joint efforts against global warming obstructed by US refusal to cooperate
The Malaysia Star, Malaysia, 21 December 2004 (By MARY MILLIKEN) - Global warming is set to continue and bring with it an increase in extreme weather such as hurricanes and droughts, scientists from the United Nations’ World Meteorological Organisation warned last week.  
In its annual report, the WMO said that 2004 would be the fourth-hottest since record-keeping began 150 years ago and global warming would continue with more extreme weather like hurricanes or droughts.  
Natural disasters will end up costing insurers a record US$35bil (RM133bil) this year, after hurricanes lashed the Caribbean and south-eastern United States and a record 10 typhoons soaked Japan, the UN’s Environment Programme said.   
“It is, I believe, unquestioned that climate change is happening now and it is happening at an even higher speed than we expected before,” said UNEP director Klaus Toepfer. 
http://thestar.com.my/lifestyle/story.asp?file=/2004/12/21/features/9685030&sec=features 

Nobel Laureat Maathai Invited to Seoul
The Korean Times, 26 December 2004 - By Lee Jin-woo - Staff Reporter - The government has invited this year's Nobel Peace Prize winner Wangari Maathai to a U.N. environment conference scheduled for March in Seoul, the Ministry of Environment said. 

The 64-year-old vice environment minister of Kenya has been invited to the 5th Ministerial Conference on Environment and Development in Asia and the Pacific 2005 (MCED 2005), which will be held March 24-27 in the nation’s capital, it said.
http://times.hankooki.com/lpage/nation/200412/kt2004122617501011990.htm 

UN launches multiple effort to aid Asia's quake victims
Xinhua, China, UNITED NATIONS, Dec. 27 (Xinhuanet) -- The United Nations announced Monday that it will send in more aid to the victims of the devastating tsunami that struck south Asia. 
    Yvette Stevens, director of the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), said Monday in a press release that the world body would launch a flash appeal in the coming daysto fund aid to the affected regions, where media reports put the latest death toll at over 20,000. 
http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2004-12/28/content_2386829.htm 

UN Says Cost of Tsunami Disaster Without Precedent 
Chosun Ilbo, South Korea, 28 December 2004 -http://english.chosun.com/w21data/html/news/200412/200412280001.html
General Environment News

Asian disaster 

Chinese missing as tsunami toll hits 24,000
People's Daily Online, China, 28 December 2004 - Besides the death of a tourist from Taiwan province, dozens were confirmed injured Monday. 
In worst-hit Sri Lanka, the death toll reached 12,029, according to military officials and websites reporting from Tamil areas outside the government's control. 
Indonesia and India also reported thousands dead each, and Thailand said hundreds were dead there. Deaths also were reported in Malaysia, Maldives, Myanmar, Bangladesh and even in Somalia, 4,800 kilometres away in Africa. 
Sri Lanka and Indonesia had at least a million people each driven from their homes. 
As of Monday evening, 19 people from Hong Kong and six from the mainland had been admitted to hospitals in the tsunami-hit regions. 
Though two tourists from Zhejiang Province missing the day before were found alive Monday, a number of Chinese nationals remain missing in Thailand. 
http://english.people.com.cn/200412/28/eng20041228_168906.html 

Wave death toll reaches 23,700
China Post, Taiwan, 2004/12/2, COLOMBO/GENEVA, Reuters and AP - Rescuers scoured the sea for missing tourists and fishermen in Asia on Monday and fears of disease grew as emergency services struggled with rotting bodies from a devastating tsunami that killed more than 23,700 people. 
In Geneva, the international Red Cross said Monday that the death toll from tidal waves that struck nine Indian Ocean countries has risen to 23,700.
http://www.chinapost.com.tw/detail.asp?ID=56116&GRP=A 

Indon VP: Up to 25,000 may have died in tsunami, quake
The Malaysia Star, Malaysia, 28 December 2004 - JAKARTA, Indonesia (AP) - Indonesia's vice president said he thinks up to 25,000 may have died in the earthquake and flooding that ravaged the country's Sumatra island, state news agency Antara reported. 
http://thestar.com.my/news/story.asp?file=/2004/12/28/latest/20389IndonVP&sec=latest 

Panic grips Kerala coast again 
Dec. 28, 2004 - http://www.indiadaily.com/breaking_news/18493.asp 

Over 24,000 perish in Tsunami waves
Sify, India – 28 December 2004 - http://sify.com/news/fullstory.php?id=13637814
'Tsunami has displaced over a million people'
Sify, India – 28 December 2004 - http://sify.com/news/fullstory.php?id=13637813 

Tsunami reaches NZ - 17 hours after quake 
Stuff.co.nz, New Zealand, 28 December 2004, By DANYA LEVY - The tsunami which wrecked havoc on coastlines throughout Asia reached New Zealand – 17 hours after it was triggered by a massive earthquake in the Indian Ocean, the National Institute of Water and Atmospheric Research (NIWA) said today.
Surges of between 10cm and 30cm were recorded between 7am to 12pm yesterday morning at tidal gauges at New Plymouth, Bluff and Jackson Bay, 44km southwest of Haast, NIWA science leader of natural hazards Rob Bell said. 
The earthquake – the most powerful in 40 years – hit at about 2pm (New Zealand time) off the west coast of the Indonesian island of Sumatra and caused tidal waves that slammed into coastlines across Asia killing tens of thousands of people in Sri Lanka, Indonesia, India, Malaysia, Thailand and the Maldives. 
http://www.stuff.co.nz/stuff/0,2106,3141273a10,00.html 

Fishery industry fears threat to biodiversity 
Bangkok Post, Thailand, 28 December 2004 - PHUSADEE ARUNMAS WORANUJ MANEERUNGSEE - Damage to coral reefs and changes in sand layers as a result of the tidal waves on Sunday has raised concern about marine biodiversity among local fishermen, as Thai waters might no longer be a rich natural resource for certain species.
According to Songsang Patavanich, the president of the Thai Overseas Fisheries Association, manufacturers and exporters in the fishery industry should take into account possible changes in their supply and readjust their strategies.
"The damage will inevitably decrease nutrients for aquatic animals. Some fish could migrate to other waters or will no longer be seen in the Thai waters," Mr Songsang said, adding that it was too soon to assess all of the damage.
http://www.bangkokpost.com/Business/28Dec2004_biz14.php 
**************************************
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300 mln people drinking unsafe water

Xinhuanet 2004-12-22

SUZHOU-- More than 70 percent of China's rivers and lakes are polluted to different degrees, aggregating water resources shortage and threatening the drinking water safety, Wang Shucheng, minister of Water Resources said here Wednesday. "Currently, 300 million Chinese people are drinking unsafe water, among which 190 million are drinking water with harmful substances above set standards," Wang said at a conference for directors of water resources bureaus. …To safeguard drinking water safety is the top priority of Chinese government's efforts to protect water resources, Wang said. The Chinese government will take measures to ensure the drinking water safety for all rural residents by 2020, he said. 

http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2004-12/22/content_2368643.htm
Floods kill 1,343 people in 2004

Xinhuanet 2004-12-22

BEIJING--Floods killed 1,343 people, damaged 7.73 million hectares of crops and caused direct economic losses of 66.6 billion yuan (approximately 8.02 billion US dollars)in China in 2004, according to official statistics of China's Ministry of Water Conservancy.  

http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2004-12/22/content_2368473.htm
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UN launches unprecedented multiple effort to aid victims of Asia's devastating tsunami

• 
UN experts rush to Indian Ocean countries devastated by quake and tidal waves

• 
DR of Congo: UN mission says new security zone leading to repatriation

• 
General Assembly votes for funds to strengthen world body's security

• 
UN, Iran mark first anniversary of earthquake that devastated Bam cultural area

• 
Despite progress, Russia has much to do to improve women’s rights – UN expert
UN launches unprecedented multiple effort to aid victims of Asia's devastating tsunami 
27 December - The United Nations today rushed in more aid to the victims of the devastating tsunami that struck south Asia as it prepared to launch a flash appeal in what relief officials called an unprecedented effort by the world body to forestall the dangers of disease threatening millions of people. 

"An enormous relief effort is on its way," UN Emergency Relief Coordinator Jan Egeland said, as UN Disaster Assessment Coordination (UNDAC) teams fanned out to the stricken countries and local branches of the world body's various agencies began releasing emergency material. 

This tsunami "is not the biggest in recorded history, but the effects may be the biggest ever because many more people live in exposed areas than ever before," he told a news conference at UN Headquarters in New York, appealing to donor countries to respond generously to what he called a "tremendous emergency." 

While "the first wave" of the disaster has already brought tens of thousands of casualties, Mr. Egeland stressed the "second wave" - the after-effects which will affect millions of people. "Drinking water for millions has been polluted," he said. "Disease will be a result of that and also acute respiratory disease always comes in the wake of disasters." 

He paid tribute to local relief bodies in the affected nations for their immediate response to the catastrophe, estimated that total costs would be in "the many billions of dollars," and stressed that it was imperative to have a tsunami early warning system established in the Indian Ocean. 

The Assistant Emergency Relief Coordinator and Director of the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) Yvette Stevens told a news conference in Geneva that that the situation was particularly challenging given that widespread disaster has occurred in several countries. The UN was "used to dealing with disasters in one country," she said. "But I think something like this spread across many countries and islands is unprecedented. We have not had this before." 

She added that the UN would launch a flash appeal in the coming days to fund aid to all the affected regions, where media reports put the latest death toll at over 20,000, with more than 10,000 in Sri Lanka alone. 

In Sri Lanka, the UN refugee agency opened up its relief stockpiles to deliver immediate emergency assistance to the Indian Ocean island, where thousands were killed, injured or displaced by the catastrophe, while the UN World Food Programme (WFP) took steps to feed some 400,000 people displaced by the catastrophe. 

"The magnitude of this disaster is so enormous and shocking that we will do everything we can to join the international community in bringing help as rapidly as possible to the victims of these gigantic waves," UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) Ruud Lubbers said. "Our supplies are usually for displaced people, but this is an emergency and the local population needs help right now." 

WFP issued an initial call, ahead of the flash appeal, for $1.5 million for the most immediate food needs of hundreds of thousands of victims in Sri Lanka, Indonesia and Thailand. The agency has already identified available stockpiles from projects in the region, but urgently needs $500,000 in cash for each country to quickly purchase food as near to the disaster zones as possible, from where it can be rapidly transported. 

The number of internally displaced people in Sri Lanka continues to swell, with some 400,000 having taken refuge in public buildings, schools and makeshift camps and WFP is poised to start distributing some 4,000 tons of rice, wheat flour, lentils and sugar - enough to provide an emergency ration to 500,000 people for two weeks. 

At an emergency meeting today with the Government and other UN agencies in the country's capital, Colombo, it was decided that UNHCR would concentrate on delivering relief items in the east of the country, where it has offices and access in a region that has been torn by a war with Tamil separatists. 

Overall, UNHCR has seven offices in Sri Lanka, where it has worked for nearly two decades helping displaced populations as well as returning refugees. 

The agency will provide 18,000 pieces of plastic sheeting, 17,000 plastic mats, rope, and non-food relief packages for 2,000 families, including cooking sets, plastic jerry cans, mosquito nets and clothing. 

Stichting Vluchteling, a Dutch non-governmental organization (NGO) that works closely with UNHCR on refugee programmes, today told UNHCR it would cover at least $200,000 of the approximate $280,000 cost of the relief items through its special fund-raising efforts for the disaster victims. 

The agency will also assist the UN country team in strengthening the Government's response to the disaster and actively support emergency coordination at the district level. 

OCHA has already deployed UNDAC teams to Sri Lanka and the Maldives to work closely with national governments and relief workers in coordinating support from all over the world, and plans are underway to send additional teams to Indonesia and Thailand. 

Adding his condolences to those of other UN officials, Under-Secretary-General and High Representative for the Least Developed Countries, Landlocked Developing Countries and Small Island Developing States Anwarul K. Chowdhury said the catastrophe “highlights the vulnerability” of such nations to these events. 

Mr. Chowdhury, who is Secretary-General of next month’s UN International Meeting on Small Island Developing States, which will be held in Mauritius, urged affluent countries to work together to support small island States as they try to recover from natural disasters such as the tsunami that struck southern Asia and to cope with the effects of climate change. 

UN experts rush to Indian Ocean countries devastated by quake and tidal waves 
26 December - United Nations relief experts are headed to Sri Lanka to help coordinate the international response to the massive tidal waves that struck the Indian Ocean nation after a series of earthquakes rocked the western coast of Northern Sumatra in Indonesia as well as the Andaman and Nicobar Islands. 

Additional UN emergency staff are being sent to other affected countries to reinforce the world body's capacity to support government response efforts. Immediate humanitarian needs include portable sanitation facilities, medical supplies, tents and helicopters to evacuate people in the crisis spots. 

The UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) announced that it will provide initial emergency cash grants to help the affected countries. 

"This is the first step in what will surely be a larger United Nations response to catastrophic losses suffered as a result of earthquakes and tidal waves this morning," said UN Emergency Relief Coordinator Jan Egeland. 

According to information from the United States Geological Survey, the two strongest earthquakes had the magnitude of 8.9 on the Richter Scale and 7.3 on the Richter Scale. The quakes caused tsunamis - massive tidal waves - impacting several countries in the region. Media reports place the death toll throughout the region at some 7,000 people. 

The Government of Sri Lanka has declared a state of emergency and requested international assistance. The Maldives Government is also seeking international help. 

The UN pledged to work closely with all affected countries in order to help the victims. 

"The United Nations stands ready to provide the assistance necessary to meet the needs created by these natural disasters," a spokesman for Secretary-General Kofi Annan said in a statement released in New York, extending "sincere condolences to the people and governments of the countries affected as they cope with their catastrophic losses." 

"The power of this earthquake, and its huge geographical reach, are just staggering," said Carol Bellamy, Executive Director of the UN Children's Fund (UNICEF). "Hundreds of thousands of children in coastal communities in six countries may be in serious jeopardy," she said. "We're supporting governments in their damage assessments, and we're prepared to respond wherever help is needed." 

All UNICEF offices in the region have been mobilized to support relief efforts. Emergency supplies are on stand-by at the UNICEF global supply hub in Copenhagen and relief flights can be launched at any hour. 

DR of Congo: UN mission says new security zone leading to repatriation 

27 December - The presence of a United Nations-defended security zone in eastern Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) has led 40,000 internally displaced persons (IDPs) to return home, the deputy force commander of the UN peacekeeping mission, MONUC, says. 

In an interview with MONUC's Radio Okapi yesterday, Gen. Jan Isberg said the mission had moved in with "significant forces" and established a security zone between Mighobwe and Kirumba, two localities in the eastern DRC, after temporarily deploying in and around Kanyabonga. 

The deployment had separated troops from the 8th military region of the DRC's unified national army from a dissident group, General Isberg said. The dissident faction comprised former members of the Congolese People's Army (APC). 

"The forces of the 8th military region are located now in the party north of Kirumba, which is south of the security zone. The ex-APC elements are at Mighobwe and more to the north. Between these two cities, we have the security zone dominated by MONUC," he said. 

General Assembly votes for funds to strengthen world body's security 
27 December - Noting "a new security environment," the United Nations General Assembly has approved an appropriation of nearly $54 million to strengthen and unify the world body's security system. 

Accepting a recommendation from the Administrative and Budgetary Committee, of the Fifth Committee, the Assembly added $53.63 million to the UN's regular budget last Thursday to establish a new Department of Safety and Security, requested by Secretary-General Kofi Annan. It would have 383 positions, 134 of them temporary. 

Under the plan Mr. Annan unveiled earlier in the session, three separate entities currently responsible for staff safety - the Office of the Security Coordinator, the UN Security and Safety Services and the security component of the Department of Peacekeeping Operations - would be combined into a new Directorate of Security to be headed by an Under-Secretary-General reporting directly to him. 

When Mr. Annan presented his recommendation to the Fifth Committee on 1 November for a directorate of security, he said, "Consider the extraordinary number of people we have to protect: 100,000 international and national staff, plus 300,000 of their family members and dependents, serving the world at more than 140 field locations and Headquarters duty stations." 

The UN, the humanitarian organizations and other traditional UN partners had become targets of political violence - the UN since 1992 - "challenging the long-held perception that we were protected by our flag and by our status as an impartial, benevolent actor," he said. 

With or without the August 2003 Baghdad bombing, which killed 22 staff members and wounded 100 others, the UN had needed a security overhaul, ending its fragmentation and severe shortage of resources, he said. 

The budget for the 2006-2007 biennium was passed at $3.621 billion, compared with a total for 2004-2005, including inflation, currency fluctuations, additional mandates and unforeseen expenses, of $3.608 billion. 

Closing what he called a busy and productive session, Assembly President Jean Ping of Gabon said the body adopted 279 resolutions, 208 of them by consensus. 

Highlighting the efforts to promote collective reform of the UN, he pointed to the revitalization of the work of the General Assembly, the publication of the report of the 16-member High-Level Panel on Threats, Challenges and Change, which is designed to make the UN responses more efficient and effective, and the preparations for the high-level meeting of the Assembly next September. 

Next month's consultations on the report of the High-Level Panel would be important in finding appropriate solutions to the problems before the UN, as would the report on the Millennium Project from Professor Jeffrey Sachs, Special Adviser to Mr. Annan on the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), which is scheduled to be released on 17 January. 

The global report of the Secretary-General, coming out next March, would mark the start of the consultations for the high-level plenary meeting in September, Mr. Ping said. 

All these efforts contributed to restoring the Assembly's central role as the universal body where all nations of the world could express their legitimate concerns, he said. 

Meanwhile, if the international community wanted to achieve real collective security, eradicate poverty, end pandemics, do away with wars, transnational crime, famine and environmental degradation - if it wanted to build a model of ideal society for future generations - it should go beyond the declarations of principle and begin implementing its commitments, especially in socio-economic areas, Mr. Ping said. 

UN, Iran mark first anniversary of earthquake that devastated Bam cultural area 
27 December - Calling the Iranian Bam cultural landscape "an outstanding representation of the interaction of man and nature in a desert environment" the United Nations cultural agency today marked the first anniversary of the earthquake that devastated the area by formally inscribing Bam on the World Heritage List and the endangered heritage list. 

"Priority will be given to studying the archaeological remains, which have been made accessible by the quake, and the population's strong attachment to the site will be mobilized in programmes for its preservation," UNESCO said. 

Some 26,000 lives were lost in the earthquake of 26 December last year, which levelled most recent housing, leaving about 80,000 people homeless, and damaged the ancient Bam Citadel. 

"Bam Cultural Landscape represents an exceptional testimony to the development of a trading settlement where various influences met in a desert environment in Central Asia. It is an outstanding example of mud layer technique (Chineh) combined with mud bricks (Khesht)," it added. 

The outstanding canal network, or qanats, showing the interaction of man and nature in a desert environment, would be rehabilitated, while the traditional earthen architectural methods, which produced buildings resistant to seismic stress, would be revitalized, the agency said. 

Representatives from many UN agencies and the Iranian, French, Italian and Japanese government were scheduled to attend the inscription ceremony on the southern edge of the Iranian high plateau. UNESCO Assistant Director-General for Culture, Mounir Bouchenaki was to represent Director-General Koïchiro Matsuura. 

Bam developed in the 6th to 4th centuries BC, or the Achaemenid period, as a crossroads of trade in silk and cotton. The main ancient remains lie within a fortified citadel area, or Arg, whose features include 38 watchtowers and the Governmental Quarters. It also has one of the oldest mosques in Iran, dating from the 8th or 9th century. 

Meanwhile, UNICEF Executive Director Carol Bellamy said, "The tragedy that took place in Bam has provided an opportunity to introduce things that will make life better for children, like child-friendly schools, improved access to early child care and better water and sanitation facilities, especially for girls." 

Because of the shortage of schoolroom space, classes were being conducted in morning and afternoon shifts. In addition, UNICEF had equipped two buses as mobile libraries and would train 60 librarians to work with 56 schools. Science and computer laboratories would also be provided. 

UNICEF said it had arranged preparatory courses for 400 university entrants who would otherwise not be able to continue their education. 

Despite progress, Russia has much to do to improve women’s rights – UN expert 
27 December - Although Russia has undergone administrative and legislative change that has contributed to improvements in the situation of women over the past decade, violence – particularly in the home – continues to cause injuries and claim the lives of thousands of women annually, according to a United Nations expert. 

"The situation is further aggravated by the lack of sufficient shelters," Yakin Ertürk, the UN Commission on Human Rights' Special Rapporteur on violence against women, its causes and consequences, said in a statement on her official visit to the Russian Federation from 17 to 24 December 2004. "Violence against women and sex discrimination are still low on the State agenda." 

She noted that in the North Caucasus, which has been roiled by a war against separatists in Chechnya, the State is confronted with the challenge of ensuring security whilst observing human rights. 

"In this regard, some positive steps have been taken by the Government towards normalization in the region," she said. "However, the day to day lives of people is far from normal, particularly in Chechnya. I heard first-hand accounts of women being arbitrarily detained and tortured following targeted operations. This is said to be in response to women's involvement in terrorist attacks, particularly as suicide bombers." 

The initial recommendations Ms. Ertürk made to the Government of the Russian Federation include: prioritizing women's rights in judicial and non-judicial mechanisms, policies and programmes; enacting legislation specifically criminalizing domestic violence and providing shelters for those in need; and launching gender awareness campaigns and providing training to law enforcement officers and security forces. 

She also proposed that the Government ensure that all laws, policies and practices to counter terrorism fully meet fundamental principles of international law and international human rights standards; investigate, prosecute, and punish those responsible for violations of human rights and provide compensation to victims or their families; and establish a protection programme for human rights defenders, witnesses and victims who are at risk of harm. 

She thanked the federal and local authorities for facilitating her visit and expressed her gratitude to human rights organizations, individuals and victims of violence for valuable information provided. 

During the visit she met with representatives of the Federal Government and authorities of the republics of Ingushetia and Chechnya and heard testimony from victims of human rights violations, relatives of "disappeared" persons, as well as internally displaced persons (IDPs). 
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23 December 2004

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, 

**Iraq –- Electoral Update
In Iraq, the list of candidates for the upcoming elections is still being processed.  So far, the names of almost 19,000 candidates have been presented.

There are 6,239 registered candidates for national assembly elections.  And 223 political entities and 33 coalitions have been certified to take part in the elections for the National Assembly, the governates, and the Kurdistan National Assembly.

The final figures will be made public within the next few days.

**Statement Attributable to the Spokesman for the Secretary-General
The following statement is attributable to the Spokesman on the subject of Nepal:

“Secretary-General is deeply troubled by reports of an escalation of fighting in Nepal and of continued grave human rights violations.  The conflict is undermining democracy and human rights and seriously hindering development activities.

Reports that human rights defenders in Nepal face grave threats to their safety and security are very disturbing.  The safety and ability of the National Human Rights Commission and all human rights activists to carry out their essential work should be guaranteed.

In that regard, the recent signing of a Memorandum of Understanding between His Majesty’s Government of Nepal and the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights is a welcome step.

The Secretary-General once again calls for an urgent cessation of fighting and the initiation of dialogue between the Government and the Communist Party of Nepal (Maoist) with the participation of all political and civil forces.  He stands ready to assist such a national effort.”

**Afghanistan
The UN Mission in Afghanistan reports that yesterday was the first day of disarmament for the Fifteenth Division in Kandahar.  The event was made possible by the Afghan National Army’s establishment of a regional command centre in the South.  And it marks the beginning of the end of all disarmament for militias in the southern part of the country.

More details are available in today’s briefing notes from Kabul, which we have upstairs.

**Security Council
The Security Council, in its last scheduled meeting for 2004, yesterday afternoon extended the mandate of the UN Peace-building Support Office in Guinea Bissau.

Recognizing the risks presented by recent developments to the conclusion of Guinea-Bissau’s transitional process, the Security Council also gave the mission a revised mandate in light of the diverse tasks facing the special political mission.

And looking ahead, Argentina will assume the Security Council presidency on 1 January.

Argentina, Denmark, Greece, Japan and the United Republic of Tanzania are the newly elected Security Council members as of 1 January.  They replace Angola, Chile, Germany, Pakistan and Spain.

**Sudan
The UN country team in Khartoum, Sudan today held an emergency meeting to discuss how to contain a polio epidemic in the country, where 79 cases have now been reported.

According to the UN mission in Sudan, the World Health Organization and UNICEF highlighted the serious consequences of this outbreak if it is not contained without delay.  These consequences include the potential spread of the disease to other countries in the region, and tighter restrictions on the movement of people from the infected countries.

A vaccination campaign is scheduled to take place in the whole of Sudan in January and February.

**Liberia
The UN Mission in Liberia has documented illegal fishing and bilge dumping in the country's international waters, Jacques Klein, the Secretary-General’s Special Representative for Liberia says.

Klein said he would like to have the authority to actually force these ships to come into the harbour.

The aim, he explained, wouldn’t be to impound the ships, but to make them pay standard fines.  That, “at least would generate some revenue for the Government of Liberia”, he says.

For those of you who are not familiar with the term bilge dumping, it describes the ridding of waste that the ship itself produces.

You can read more about this on the UN News Centre.  Hard copies of the story are available in my office.

**Ethiopia Appeal
The Ethiopian Government, the United Nations and humanitarian partners today appealed for food valued at nearly $160 million for an estimated 2.2 million needy people, and $112 million of non-food assistance to meet emergency humanitarian needs in Ethiopia in 2005.

**General Assembly
Today marks the end of the main part of the fifty-ninth session of the General Assembly.

The plenary will meet this afternoon at 4 o’clock to discuss some outstanding issues and review the report of the Fifth Committee, which is the budget committee dealing with financial and budgetary matters.

If you’re chasing more information on this, please contact Israa Hamad in the General Assembly Spokesman’s Office.

**No Briefing Next Week
This is the last briefing I’ll be giving here this year –- unless of course there are major developments over the next few days.

Tomorrow is a UN holiday, and like last year, there’ll be no noon briefings next week.

I’ll be back here on the 4 January, and until then, we’ll be posting any news about the UN system in the same format as usual, on the Spokesman’s website.

Also, at the end of every week we normally give you The Week Ahead, but at this stage, it seems all is quite and we have nothing to flag for you for next week.  So, happy holidays to all of you.

Yes, sir?

Questions and Answers
Question:  I want to ask two questions.  First, do you have any information about a petition given by an Iraqi Kurdish group demanding for the establishment of a Kurdish state in northern Iraq?

Spokesman:  I gave nothing on that.  Was this the group that briefed the Correspondents’ Association yesterday?  But, anyway, I have got nothing on that.  I can check upstairs for you afterwards.  What’s your second question?

Question:  My second question is that do you know if the Secretary-General has any intention or plan to re-start his initiative to find a solution to the Cyprus problem?  And also, can you confirm that Mr. Prendergast was appointed as a mediator between Greek Cyprus and Turkish Cyprus?

Spokesman:  There has been no formal announcement of a new mediator.  The last thing the Secretary-General said on Cyprus was during his visit to the European Union Headquarters in Brussels, where he repeated his former position that when the two sides can agree on a way forward, his good offices are available.  So, I don’t think there is anything new in his position.  Massoud?

Question:  Fred, under threat from the United States, it seems that UNDP has shelved this Arab report.  Is this the way that the United Nations and various organs are going to function that every time the United States threatens that the Arab report, which was prepared by UNDP or any other organ will be cancelled or revised?

Spokesman:  You’ve asked me about this report before, and I’ve referred you to UNDP.

Question:  Yeah, now the latest says that they have decided to shelf the report.  I mean, what is the United Nations...(Interrupted).

Spokesman:  I can’t confirm or deny that.  I know nothing about that.  So, I really have to refer you to UNDP and let them tell you whatever they have to say about this Arab Development Report.  They haven’t given me any guidance on it.

[He later announced the availability of a UNDP Media Advisory on the Subject.]

Edie?

Question:  Fred, do you know when we can expect any kind of announcement on a replacement for Mr. Riza?

Spokesman:  I have really no sense.  I doubt anything would happen in the next week or two.  But there is no definitive date and no decision yet on a replacement for him.  The Secretary-General has a short list.

Yes, Jonathan?

Question:  Fred, following your announcement yesterday about Iqbal Riza’s retirement, in which he said that it was because of age that he’s decided to step down, we are hearing reports that are very different from that as a reason for him stepping down.  Can you clarify exactly why has he stepped down?  And the other thing is, in stepping down does that take him out of the line of fire of questioning from the independent commission looking into the oil-for-food programme?

Spokesman:  No.  I think the suddenness of the announcement yesterday triggered a lot of wild speculation.  But Mr. Riza always intended to retire not later than age 70.  And in fact, he told us this morning that he had told the Secretary-General at the very beginning of the first term that he would not serve beyond the age of 70.  He did offer the Secretary-General his resignation at the end of the Secretary-General’s first term and it was turned down.  And they eventually agreed that his departure date, now that he has turned 70, will be 15 January.  So, it has nothing to do with anything else besides age.  And it wasn’t I who said that age was the reason.  I think he told a journalist that last night and it got into one of the papers today.  But that is the true and only reason.

On the relations with the Volcker Panel, he assured the Secretary-General that he would continue to cooperate with the Volcker Panel, as the Secretary-General asked all UN staff to do.  He does not intend to leave New York, at least not in the foreseeable future, and he is available to Mr. Volcker, should Mr. Volcker want to ask him any questions.

Question:  Just a little follow up on that.  Is there a difference then between , for instance, Benon Sevan’s receiving $1 a year; a token payment, of course, to keep him on staff so that he will cooperate fully, -- and that’s what we were told -- that Iqbal Riza will no longer be (a) an employed person of the United Nations.  Does his status change, then? And his availability and availability for questioning for both could change? 

Spokesman:  No.  Nothing changes.  There is not the formal obligation to obey the Secretary-General as a staff member any longer.  But someone so close to the Secretary-General as the Chief of Staff, of course, would continue to cooperate with Mr. Volcker, and as I told you he assured the Secretary-General that he would.

Okay, have a happy holiday.  We’ll see you back here in a little more than a week.

Question:  May we have just one last one, sir?  Did Mr. Riza give any indication why this... you mentioned yourself just a minute ago, this is a very sudden resignation.  Has he given any indication as to why...(interrupted)?

Spokesman:  No, I said the announcement was sudden and as a result it triggered a lot of speculation.  But he always intended to retire at the age of 70.  So, that’s what I just told you.  He told the Secretary-General, something like the end of ’96, after Kofi Annan had been elected Secretary-General and had asked Mr. Riza to be his Chief of Staff, that he would not work beyond the age of 70.

So, he just wants a life.  Thank you very...(Interrupted) 

Question:  So, when did he turn 70?

Spokesman:  I don’t have the exact date, no, I’m sorry.  I can get it for you.  It will be in official bio.

Thank you very much.

[The Spokesman latter announced that Mr. Riza was born on 20 May, 1934.]
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Tech Central Stations - Insuring Climate Change -- High Risk Business


Mehr News (MNA Tehrain) - Teenage Isfahani student wins Japanese painting competition


The New Nation	- Protection of the capital city's environment


Latin America: Methane - A Greenhouse Gas Becomes A Star






































Communications and Public Information, P.O. Box 30552, Nairobi, Kenya 

Tel: (254-2) 623292/93, Fax: [254-2] 62 3927/623692, Email:cpiinfo@unep.org, http://www.unep.org

PAGE  
32

