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War in Iraq: What's the Cost to the Environment?
Rosanne Skirble

Washington

27 Mar 2003, 11:02 UTC
Loss of human life is the most serious consequence of war. But the environment can also become a casualty and the ecological damage or contamination caused by armed conflict can linger long after peace accords are signed. More than a decade ago the Gulf War resulted in an environmental nightmare of burning oil wells, oil slicks and polluted croplands. But the present conflict in Iraq could be even more devastating. 

When Iraqi soldiers retreated from Kuwait during the first Gulf War in 1991, they set fire to 600 oil wells. Towering pillars of fire and columns of smoke vented from the wells for eight months, spreading toxic fumes in all directions. The Iraqi military also unleashed the largest oil slick ever over lowlands and farms. Twenty-five thousand birds died, fisheries were degraded, and acid rain poisoned trees. 

Despite this widespread destruction, the Persian Gulf rebounded faster than scientists had predicted, according to environmentalist Jonathan Lash, president of the World Resources Institute, an environmental think tank. "People were afraid that the damage from the oil fields would be permanent. And in fact in the decade that has ensued, there is still some evidence of contamination and no one knows how long the toxins in the water column will remain, but because the water is relatively warm the natural process of cleanup went remarkably fast," he says. "The story with regard to Kuwaiti lands, and in particular agricultural lands, was not quite so good. There are still vast areas that are caked with hardened residue of oil vapor and carbon that has made agriculture difficult. The Kuwaitis say it killed about 80 percent of their livestock." 

Mr. Lash says the situation in Iraq could be radically different, especially if Saddam Hussein initiates what he calls "a scorched earth" policy. 

JL: "If Saddam Hussein's government chooses to ignite their oil fields and there is evidence that that is happening the oil fields are much larger than the Kuwaiti oil fields. They are distributed much more widely through Iraq through the southern regions that the alliance forces entered first all the way up to the north and in much more populated areas. So, the potential scale of the consequences is very great. Iraqis also depend on surface water for drinking water and there is a high risk of contamination of water supplies in this conflict." 

RS: "So, what I hear you saying is that oil becomes a weapon because of the impact after these fields are ignited and what have you." 

JL: "That is the risk. Not that it becomes a weapon, but it is intentionally used as a weapon. We are all used to thinking of environmental destruction as the unintended consequences of people's actions. This is a case in which environmental destruction is an intended consequence to interfere with advancing armies or even worse, to interfere with recovery afterwards." 

RS: "How, under life and death pressures of armed conflict, can an army minimize the environmental impact of war?" 

JL: "There have certainly been changes since the first Gulf War in terms of backing away from some of the munitions that appear to be most dangerous in the aftermath of the war. There certainly can be care taken not to destroy key infrastructure or water sources. Probably the most important step during the conflict is to be ready to act extremely quickly to respond to oil field fires or other measures of destruction, to have the equipment ready and if possible to use military force to prevent that kind of action." 

RS: "What about when the war is over, what kind of plan [should be put in place] or should planning be going on during the war to protect the environment - the air, the water, the land that people depend on." 

JL: "It seems strange to be speculating while the fighting is underway, but in fact planning has been underway for months to think about what will happen after the war. At some point there will be some kind of peace, and then the key issue after security will be to help Iraqis rebuild their lives. At that point the state of their environment will become a very important issue, where they get clean water, how quickly they can restore their agriculture, and begin supporting themselves, how extensively their health has been affected by the war and any environmental destruction. At that point, it will be very important for the cleanup to go quickly, for people to get information about the cleanup, what's happening, what the risks are. For Iraqis to have the opportunity to participate in decisions that shape their environment, to make decisions about what the highest priorities are. It is interesting [to note that] as the former Soviet Union was collapsing, one of the first areas in which public participation was allowed in [that] totalitarian society was with regard to the environmental destruction that was invisible throughout the former Soviet Union. And here, too, there is an opportunity for Iraqis to participate in very immediate decisions that directly affect them as the cleanup begins. 

The United Nations Environment Program announced last week that it has begun to study the environmental impact of the war in Iraq and plans to send a team into the country after the war to assess the situation and help mitigate any problems. The U.N. agency has done similar reports on environmental damage resulting from conflicts in Afghanistan, Albania, Bosnia-Herzegovina, the Republic of Macedonia, and the Palestinian Territories. It recently examined the health effects of the depleted uranium that was released by the Balkans civil war. 



_______________________________________________________________________________________

The Economist

The spoils of war 

March 27, 2003 9:04pm 

After the fall

What can the past tell about the effect of military conflict on the environment?

DURING the 1991 Gulf war, the snowy-white peaks of Iraq's northern mountains turned black. Soot from burning oil created a biblical rain that stained everything from houses to mountainsides. In Afghanistan, a country devastated by more than a quarter of a century of warfare, people still fish with rocket launchers. It seems obvious that military conflict takes a dreadful toll on the environment. Yet previous wars suggest that the connection is not so obvious as one might suppose.

The main environmental problems that conflict in Iraq may bring are the pollution of water by sewage, the felling of trees to meet energy shortages, the physical degradation of the land, and pollution from materials such as oil. The seriousness of any of these problems will depend largely on the length and severity of the war, and on how quickly aid agencies can get in afterwards.

In Iraq, the chief worries are pollution from oil spillages and burning oil wells. In the 1991 war, some 6m-8m barrels of oil were spilt into the sea, producing an oil-slick that cost more than $700m to clean up. That was bad. But it was not the environmental apocalypse that many had feared. And although it is still early in the current conflict, there is some ground for optimism that this level of pollution will not happen again. In Iraq's southern Rumaila oil fields, which produce 60% of the country's oil, only nine out of 1,000 wells are reported to be alight. In 1991, 600 Kuwaiti wells were set on fire, 76 wells were uncapped and 99 wells were damaged.

Another cause for concern, the use of ordnance tipped with depleted uranium (DU), may also be less of a problem than many fear. A report on the use of DU in the fighting that racked Bosnia in the mid-1990s was published on March 25th by the post-conflict assessment unit (PCAU), a branch of the United Nations. It finds that no medically significant levels of radioactivity can be measured there. Of 15 sites inspected by the PCAU, only two have airborne radioactive particles, and these are within safety limits.

Fight and flight

Oil fires are visible, and radioactivity is scary. But the worst environmental problems associated with warfare are more subtle. The biggest is the displacement of large numbers of people. The PCAU has found that even though bombs, troop movements and landmines caused awful problems in Afghanistan, the most serious long-term consequences have resulted from the uncontrolled use of resources, particularly the cutting of forests for firewood, by 6m cold, hungry and often well-armed refugees. After three decades of conflict, the forests are almost gone, lakes have dried up and topsoil is blowing away. The productivity of the land, in other words, has been destroyed.

In Palestine, too, the most visible kinds of environmental damage may not be the most threatening. Bulldozers and tanks chew up the scenery. But another report by the PCAU suggests that the biggest environmental concerns should be the quality and scarcity of water. Pekka Haavisto, who chaired the UNEP taskforces in Afghanistan, Palestine and the Balkans, is particularly worried about the declining quality of fresh water in Gaza. Here, continuing conflict prevents the Palestinian Authority from building sewerage and water-cleaning systems. As a result, groundwater is being polluted by agricultural chemicals and by waste from landfills and the burning of refuse. The same applies in Iraq, where conflict over the past decade has caused widespread damage to water and sewerage infrastructure, and reduced the amount of water available by more than half.

In Iraq, much of this damage is deliberate. A few years ago, the government decided to drain the marshes of lower Mesopotamia, in what amounted to an act of environmental warfare. These marshes, which some scholars believe are the area referred to in the Bible as the Garden of Eden, are inhabited by people who have had the temerity to oppose Saddam Hussein. The marsh Arabs are Shia Muslims, who are suspected of sympathising with the Shia government of Iran. The drainage was part of Mr Hussein's repressive anti-Shia measures.

According to the AMAR foundation, which works to assist marsh Arabs and other refugees, these measures included the poisoning and napalming of the marshes and anybody living there. Only 7% of the original marshland remains. If the drainage continues, the rest is likely to vanish within five years. Open-water areas are now dusty salt-pans. A productive ecosystem, which supported hundreds of thousands of people and supplied 60% of the country's fish, has almost vanished.

A coalition victory could change that. Ed Maltby, a researcher at Royal Holloway, a college in the University of London, says that getting the marshes back to the state they were in 15 years ago will be a challenge - but it could be done. Last month, he and his colleagues in the Eden Again project, a scientific collaboration financed by an Iraqi human-rights group, met to work on a restoration plan. The idea is to start with pilot areas, thousands of hectares in size, and then expand them. There are huge problems ahead, including salt and pesticide contamination, the need for additional water flow from Turkey, and, of course, money. But Dr Maltby says it is an opportunity and a test of the world's ability to respond to one of the worst environmental disasters for a generation.

Eden again?

By and large, conservationists agree that war is a bad thing. Surprisingly, however, armed conflict - or the threat of it - can sometimes be good for the environment. The demilitarised zone between North and South Korea is a 250km-long strip of mountains, jungle and wetlands untouched by humans since 1953. It is now home to wildlife extinct elsewhere on the peninsula. Landmines laid in civil wars in Africa have discouraged hunters and allowed game to flourish in areas from which it had previously disappeared. In Congo, anarchy has prevented mining companies and timber firms from spreading into the country's remaining wild areas. Although many large animals have been killed by gun-toting soldiers, recent aerial surveys suggest that Congo's rhinos have survived the conflict well; some 6,000 elephants remain too.The people of Congo would doubtless prefer less anarchy, even if it meant fewer elephants. But the fact remains that when men are busy killing each other, nature sometimes gains.

____________________________________________________________________________________

Interpress Service

HEADLINE: HEALTH: DEBATING THE RISK OF EATING FISH CONTAINING MERCURY

 One in 12 North American women has enough mercury in her body to produce cerebral palsy, impaired memory and developmental delays in her unborn child, but scientists gathered here recently agreed those results should not stop people from eating fish - the main source of mercury.

A recent study found that people in San Francisco, Calif., who ate fresh fish - sushi in particular - three or four times a week developed numb hands, experienced hair loss and had children who were developmentally delayed, said David Carpenter, a professor of environmental health and toxicology at the University of Albany in New York state.

"They were suffering from Minamata disease," said Carpenter. The disease, which is actually mercury poisoning, was first identified in 1955 when people in Japan's Minamata Bay consumed fish with high mercury concentrations due to local industrial sources. 

Mercury is a potent neurotoxin and the people of Minamata Bay suffered blindness, paralysis, loss of muscular control, birth defects and more than 1,400 deaths.

The afflicted Californians had been eating fresh tuna, swordfish, king mackerel and shark, all of which have high levels of mercury.

Other people around the world suffer mercury poisoning. Some living along the Tapajos River in Brazil's Amazon Basin have suffered neurological impairment from eating fish from their river with high concentrations of mercury.

In Greenland, where levels of the metal in ringed seals and beluga whales have quadrupled in 25 years, 16 percent of people have mercury levels above the toxic threshold.

Medical experts agree that fish is one of the healthiest foods - loaded with protein and heart-healthy Omega 3 fatty acids. There is no question that fish can help prevent heart disease, Carpenter agrees, but fish containing mercury can negate those benefits depending on how badly they are contaminated.

Mercury is a naturally occurring metal found in cinnabar, and low levels of it seep into the environment from rocks and soils, and in volcanic eruptions. The use of mercury in thermometers, dental fillings, fluorescent light bulbs, vacuum gauges, some pharmaceuticals and older batteries, along with industrial wastes from mining, cement kilns, the manufacture of chlorine, and coal power plants have added tens, if not hundreds of thousands of tonnes of mercury to the global environment.

A United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) report released last month found 70 percent of mercury emissions of human origin come from the burning of coal and the incineration of waste, annually pumping 1,500 tonnes of the metal into the environment.

Technologies are available to reduce mercury emissions from power stations by about 80 percent but they are costly, added the report, 'Global Mercury Assessment'. But UNEP urged governments to introduce drastic mercury reduction programmes.

Mercury is an element, so it does not disappear or break down. Moreover, mercury particles are easily transported by air currents thousands of kilometers from where they were produced. As a result, virtually all fish contain traces of the metal.

Fish pick up methyl mercury, a form of the element that binds to the protein in their bodies, from microorganisms in oceans and lakes. As big fish eat little fish, they absorb the methyl mercury in their prey so that larger older fish, such as swordfish, shark, and tuna, carry more of the metal than other species like salmon and shrimp.

In February, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (USEPA) reported that eight percent of all U.S. women of childbearing age - five million in all - had mercury levels high enough to potentially cause learning disabilities, including reduced IQ and problems with motor skills, in their unborn children.

The EPA recommends that women and children under the age of six limit their fish consumption and avoid certain species entirely.

"While there is more and more evidence that at low doses mercury has subtle effects on a developing child," said Laurie Chan, associate professor at McGill University's Centre for Indigenous Peoples' Nutrition in Montreal, "we have to be very careful about the real risks mercury poses".

"We don't want people to get the message that they shouldn't necessarily eat less fish." Public health officials have long recommended eating two meals of fish a week but most North Americans do not consume that quantity.

It is particularly important for aboriginal people in northern Canada to continue to eat fish and other wild foods, added Chan, because the switch in their diets from traditional foods to market-based ones has been much more hazardous to their health.

Skyrocketing rates of diabetes and heart disease are just two of the health impacts. "Market-based diets are a lot worse for aboriginals than eating fish or marine animals containing mercury or PCBs," according to Chan.

But they should minimize their exposure to contaminates by choosing species and the parts of the fish or animal that have the lowest contaminate levels, she added.

The general public should take a similar approach towards the fish they eat, Chan said. "The real issue for mercury is what fish and where?"

In North America, mercury levels in fresh-water fish are measured annually and warnings or fish advisories are issued. Nearly all large carnivorous fish, like lake trout, walleye, pickerel and pike have high mercury levels and the advisories warn against eating them. "These can be really dangerous for children if eaten regularly and in quantity," said Carpenter.

But there is no way to know if fish bought in stores or served in restaurants is safe. No labelling standards exist and the same fish are often given different names. "Consumers have no assurance that these fish are not contaminated," said Carpenter.

Until proper regulations and an official guide to eating fish is in place, what should people do? Learn more about the fish you eat and apply Carpenter's rule of thumb: "Don't eat large carnivorous fish." Salmon are the exception, he says, but choose wild over farmed if possible because farmed salmon contain other contaminants.


__________________________________________________________________________________



BBC

Dolphins clear mines the natural way 

     By Alex Kirby 

     BBC News Online environment correspondent 

     Dolphins have been pressed into service in the coalition war effort in the

     Gulf. 

             The dolphins are basically like underwater sniffer dogs  Major Andy Hopkinson 

     Two animals trained by the US Navy are helping to clear mines from the waters around the

     southern Iraqi port of Umm Qasr. 

     The coalition says the dolphins will help to make the port safe for aid cargoes and for other

     vessels. 

     The Navy says they are well cared for, and face little danger. 

     The dolphins are from the US Navy's Explosive Ordnance Disposal Mobile Unit Three (Eodmu

     3), based in Coronado, California. 

     Nine have been flown to the Gulf, with a number of trained sea lions from the Navy's Mammal

     Maritime Unit in San Diego. 

     Two Atlantic bottlenose dolphins, called Tacoma and Makai, were taken by helicopter to Umm

     Qasr in fleece-lined slings, partially submerged in water tanks. 

     Makai has been at Eodmu 3 for 20 years, and Tacoma is described as one of the unit's most

     vocal animals. This is the first time any of Eodmu 3's animals have been used for mine

     clearance. 

     Helping the troops 

     They are trained not to touch any mines they find, but to mark them with floats. The Navy

     says they face no "significant" risk. 

     It says it uses dolphins because their biological sonar is far superior to human systems for

     detecting objects in the water and on the sea bed. 

     Sea lions are chosen for their very sensitive underwater hearing, and their ability to see in low

     light. 

     Major Andy Hopkinson, of the UK's Royal Logistic Corps, said: "The dolphins are basically

     like underwater sniffer dogs. 

     "The old port area was mined extensively during the Iran-Iraq war, and there's a fear that some

     of them may have sunk deep into the silt. 

     "When we are bringing humanitarian aid ships in, or any vessels for that matter, we need to be

     100% sure the berths and channels are safe." 

     He said the dolphins were "pampered far better" than any champion from Crufts dog show

     would ever be. 

     No retirement prospects 

     Eodmu 3's website says: "The use of these animals' natural echolocation systems to locate

     objects in the water has proven effective and efficient at meeting many fleet requirements. 

     "The Navy will continue to use these systems as long as they are more effective than existing

     hardware." 

     The Navy has about 40 animals altogether, some trained to find mines, some to home in on

     objects like test torpedoes with acoustic pingers. 

     Another group specialises in detecting swimmers, and is used for protecting ships and

     harbours. 

_________________________________________________________________________________________

WAR IN IRAQ

 Wall Street Journal

Massive Humanitarian Effort Faces Big Diplomatic Hurdles

By NEIL KING JR., DAVID BANK and JESS BRAVIN 
Staff Reporters of THE WALL STREET JOURNAL

At Fort Benning, home of the U.S. infantry in Georgia, drill sergeants are training a team of engineers and other technicians for an operation U.S. officials see as key to the success of the war in Iraq.

Set to deploy next week to run the Iraqi port of Umm Qasr, these five employees of Seattle's Stevedoring Services of America Inc. will be among the first of a wave of relief workers, U.S. bureaucrats and private contractors who President Bush promises will transform Iraq into a "prosperous and free" country.

But some big obstacles stand in the way of the president's vision. Continued fighting on the ground in Iraq is hindering what looms as one of the largest relief efforts ever. The war cut off a vast United Nations program under which Iraq's 24 million inhabitants received allocations of food, administered by the Hussein regime. U.N. sanctions still restrict the flow of money and food into Iraq. Meanwhile, the Bush administration is continuing a high-stakes clash with other countries that want the U.N. to take a larger role in postwar Iraq.

Just over the Kuwaiti border in the southern Iraqi town of Safwan Wednesday, crowds of children, who days ago were pelting cars with rocks, swarmed a relief truck and hauled away boxes of crackers and sweets. It was the first food shipment since the war began. To the north, British troops remained outside Basra, Iraq's second-largest city, unable to help residents who the British say may be rebelling against forces loyal to Saddam Hussein.

The looming humanitarian task will play out against the dispute over who will control the reconstruction of postwar Iraq. The U.S., Britain, France and Russia have been debating how to use Iraq's oil revenue to pay for relief work and who should assume authority in Baghdad when the war ends. Underlying those talks at the U.N. are the same divisions that foiled U.S. efforts to win international backing for the war.

Hoping to heal that deepening rift, British Prime Minister Tony Blair Thursday will urge President Bush in talks at Camp David to give the U.N. a central role in the rebuilding of Iraq. Many in the Bush administration oppose that.

After days of wrangling, U.N. Security Council diplomats said Wednesday that they were nearing an interim deal to fund relief aid, even though they remain far apart on the issues of the U.S.-led invasion and who will eventually shape Iraq.

Giving Annan Authority

German Ambassador Gunter Pleuger said that diplomats hoped to reach agreement on a draft resolution that would give Secretary General Kofi Annan authority to run the relief program throughout Iraq. The plan would expire in 45 days, throwing the question of aid -- and the broader issue of postwar reconstruction -- back to the Security Council no later than May.

In five days of negotiations, it has been impossible to separate the political and legal controversy over the invasion from the mechanics of supplying humanitarian aid. It even was unclear whether the resolution would authorize the pumping and sale of new oil to fund aid, or only cover the goods now on their way to Iraq -- valued at about $2.5 billion, according to Mr. Pleuger.

Countries opposed to the invasion, including Russia and Syria, have insisted that the resolution not treat a U.S.-British occupation as a done deal. They have proposed language directing Mr. Annan to work "in coordination with the government of Iraq to the extent possible." Mr. Annan is expected to announce a $2 billion appeal for donations to U.N. relief activities in Iraq later this week.



American and British diplomats want no reference to any government, preferring the vague term, "relevant authorities" on the ground, according to a Western diplomat. The U.S. also was wary of being locked into specific relief obligations under certain humanitarian-law treaties, another diplomat said.

Washington plans to run postwar Iraq under military supervision, and U.S. officials are worried that ceding too much authority to the U.N. will delay the administration's own sweeping plans. These go far beyond feeding liberated Iraqis to remaking their government, health system and building everything from highways to housing projects. Much of the work would fall to private U.S. contractors.

Along with the Umm Qasr port project, the administration is expected to award a $170 million contract to Creative Associates International, a consulting firm in Washington, to transform Iraq's schools within months of the war's end. The U.S. also plans to award contracts to run Iraq's hospitals, rebuild its infrastructure and handle paychecks for the country's one million government workers.

Before any of this can happen, though, the U.S. and international relief organizations face the mundane challenge of getting flour, rice and water to a populous swath of southern Iraq -- and eventually the entire country. How smoothly that task is accomplished could set the tone for the campaign to win over the Iraqi population.

Under the U.N. oil-for-food program, set up in 1996 to allow Iraq to use oil revenue to purchase food and other goods, Iraqis have received around 480,000 tons of food deliveries a month. Each family got its monthly allotment through 44,000 distribution points across the country, most of them small family-owned shops. Before the program was cut off at the start of the war, more than 60% of Iraq's 24 million people depended entirely on the U.N. shipments. That number is expected to jump significantly when the war ends.

Three Weeks of Food

Aid workers estimate that most families now have enough food stockpiled to last another three weeks. But food could become increasingly scarce before that, especially in the impoverished areas of the south.

The World Food Program, a U.N. agency already poised to be the main distributor of food to needy Iraqis, has never undertaken a task this big. Until last week, Mr. Hussein's government handled about 90% of Iraqi food distribution. The WFP distributed some 50,000 tons a month to Kurdish regions in northern Iraq that are not under Mr. Hussein's control. Shipping into Iraq the nearly 500,000 tons of food a month the country needs would exceed, by nearly five times, what the WFP sent into Afghanistan after the war there.

"This job is going to demand everything we've got," said Jordan Dey, a WFP spokesman in New York.

Despite limited funding from U.N. members, the program is gearing up for the work. It has leased warehouse space in the port of Aqabba in Jordan and Iskenderun in Turkey, and has contracted with companies to provide more than 6,000 trucks to begin shipping food into Iraq when the time comes.

But while hostilities persist, the trucks and most of the food stocks remain in place. The area near the Kuwait border saw its first sizable relief convoy roll into Umm Qasr Wednesday under heavy U.S. troop guard. Seven tractor trailers carried Kuwaiti-donated water, crackers and sweets. In a sign of how hard it will be to win over Iraqi hearts and minds, a group of youngsters greeted the aid shipment in Safwan with chants of "With our spirit and our blood, we'll redeem you, O Saddam."

U.S. authorities expect much larger shipments to begin arriving Thursday from the Persian Gulf, but the challenge then will be to move the food along roads still under fire by Iraqi troops and militia forces. With the U.S. military struggling to keep its own supply lines open all the way to the outskirts of Baghdad, American military officials say they aren't in a position to protect most relief convoys.

Getting food in will fall largely to the World Food Program and the Bush administration's main relief body, the U.S. Agency for International Development. USAID has deployed to Kuwait its largest disaster assistance response team ever, with more than 60 specialists poised to move into Iraq. But team leader Michael Marx, in Kuwait City, said his people have no choice but to wait. "We need an environment free from combat operations," he said.

The same problems are delaying private aid groups, some of which expressed surprise at the stiff resistance of Iraqi loyalists. "Everybody has been caught off guard. We had expected the area to be secured much quicker," said Cassandra Nelson of Mercy Corps, an emergency relief group with headquarters in the U.S. and Scotland. Like most aid organizations, the group's staff doesn't have equipment like body armor and helmets. "We're not going to jeopardize our staff and make things worse by sending up our people, getting them killed, and then having to extract them," said Ms. Nelson.

The most urgent problem is water. In Basra, a city of more than a million people, there has been only sporadic running water since the electricity went out last weekend. There are plans under way to build an emergency water pipeline from Kuwait, and also to truck water across the border. "We're prepared to start trucking water to Iraq, but we can only go when the border opens," says Enda Dowd, a Unicef representative in Kuwait.

The International Committee of the Red Cross, one of the first civilian groups to send personnel into Iraq, sent four water-system experts to Basra on Monday to try to repair the city's main water-pumping station. The team drove, unescorted, in two four-wheel drive vehicles, marked on the roof and sides with red crosses.

Behind the immediate challenge lies tension between U.S. humanitarian groups and the Bush administration over what role the nongovernmental organizations should have in Iraq. Private relief organizations say they expect the first significant funds from the U.S. government to start flowing in the next few days. Until this week, the USAID had provided small private relief organizations with $1 million, most of which went to help set up a center in Amman, Jordan, to coordinate relief efforts.

Grants to CARE

This week USAID made grants of $4 million each to Care, Save the Children, and the International Medical Corps, with about $18 million in grants to other groups expected soon. The agreements are structured to preserve at least the appearance of independence on the part of the private groups, which are loath to be seen as working under military authority. USAID also has given $105 million to the U.N. and other large international relief groups.

Some groups' insistence on independence has led them to turn down offers of free office space and logistical support from the Pentagon's Humanitarian Operations Center in Kuwait City. Instead, aid workers assembled in Amman and Kuwait City have been fending for themselves tryin g to ready themselves for the task ahead.

The groups face another hurdle before they can enter Iraq -- the economic sanctions that have restricted money and goods flowing into the country since the 1991 Gulf War. Under those rules, organizations and private companies seeking to operate in Iraq require a license from the Treasury Department's Office of Foreign Assets Control.

Even groups that have received licenses allowing personnel to enter Iraq face problems bringing in supplies. Medical and telecommunications equipment, among many other items, are on the government's "commodity control list," and can't be brought into Iraq without a cumbersome licensing process or presidential waiver. Under the law, President Bush can waive the sanctions once he certifies that there has been a regime change -- a stipulation he can't yet make.

"This gets in the way of humanitarian aid, no question about it," says William Reinsch, a former Clinton administration official and president of the National Foreign Trade Council in Washington. "We have companies that make items that are for humanitarian relief or reconstruction. They asked us whether that required a license. The answer is yes." He added that a change in the statutes would be required to speed the relief process.

Congress may enact changes to the statute as part of the supplemental budget request just submitted by President Bush. But that process may take several weeks.

-- Yaroslav Trofimov in Kuwait City contributed to this article.

Write to Neil King Jr. at neil.king@wsj.com1, David Bank at david.bank@wsj.com2 and Jess Bravin at jess.bravin@wsj.com3
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Commentary - Wall Street Journal

How to Solve the Water Conflict

By RICHARD TREN and KENDRA OKONSKI

Some believe that the war in Iraq is about oil. They are wrong, but the next war may very well be one over a far more precious liquid -- water. According to the U.N.'s World Water Development Report, which was presented at the Third World Water Forum that just concluded in Japan, water may be a major source of conflict in the Middle East in the years to come. Elsewhere, including Asia, it threatens to be an increasingly contentious issue.

But don't get out your water bottles just yet, because the same report also notes that "the record of cooperation historically overwhelms the record of acute conflict over international water resources." Indeed, widespread trade in water actually eliminates conflicts. According to Hillel Shuval, a professor of environmental studies at Hebrew University in Jerusalem, tensions relating to water between Israel and Palestine died down after Israel signed a deal to treat water for 50 cents a cubic meter. Water trading, he says, "ensures rationalization of water use [and] if you monetize the conflict, it makes it less emotional. If water is seen as a commodity, not as mother's milk, it shows that there is not enough there to go to war."

However, the Middle East's situation remains tenuous. For example, water usage is subsidized in Israel, and many farmers there grow cotton -- a thirsty crop produced far more efficiently in other countries. Israel uses about 67% of its water for agriculture, which represents only 2% of its gross domestic product, and farmers pay 55% less than domestic users.

Middle-Eastern delegates to the Water Forum worried that their extremely scarce water supplies may be subject to terrorist acts, and that refugees will face huge water shortages. And the chance of supplies being cut is significant, since 60% of Arab water originates from outside the region.

Many interest groups rely on a possibly dire situation to justify government control of water because it is a "fundamental human right." Yet governments everywhere fail to provide clean water to poor people, and instead are providing favors -- in the form of huge water subsidies -- to politically powerful farmers. Activists at the Water Forum who argued that water trading hurts the poor are ignorant of how poor farmers already use trading schemes. In a paper for the New Delhi-based Liberty Institute, Nirmal Mohanty and Shreekant Gupta observed that informal water markets among farmers are widespread in India, and most developed in Gujarat. These are mostly limited to the irrigation sector because they lack legal mechanisms -- property rights and contracts -- for formal transactions.

The paper pointed to Chile as an example where legal rights have encouraged better water usage. In the 1970s, only 63% of Chileans living in urban areas and 27% of those in rural areas had access to clean water. When water was essentially privatized, municipalities were able to buy water from farmers, vastly increasing their ability to provide water to the people. Now, 99% of Chilean urban dwellers and 94% of rural households have 24-hour access to clean water.

In both Chile and South Africa, market pricing for water has led farmers to produce more valuable products, such as fruits and nuts. Water was used by politicians in South Africa, who gave taxpayer-funded favors to politically powerful farmers. In the early 1990s, the government boldly reduced its own powers over allocation of water rights, and allowed agricultural users to trade their water entitlements.

In both countries, many millions of dollars were realized in efficiency gains that left all farmers and their local economies better off. Mexico and China have had similar success stories, proving that secure rights over scarce water, and the power to trade those rights, ensure that water is used where it is valued most. But China and India's successes with water trading may be short-lived. China recently announced its "South to North Water Diversion Project," and in June India will announce a giant project to redirect billions of cubic meters of water every year.

Asian countries might take a hint from Chile and South Africa, where water trading helped to prevent the construction of costly and environmentally damaging dams. This capital was freed up to provide water systems to the poor. Yet never one to learn a lesson from reality, the U.N. continues to advocate dams and other large projects in the water report. It does recognize, however, that the private sector can play an important role in the delivery of water to people. But though this sounds promising, it then suggests that government and water users should still retain control of water, and that profitability be limited. Public-private partnerships have many advantages, but when governments interfere with pricing and profitability, it results in a distortion of the market. This stops the private sector from building sustainable water systems and creating wealth.

While there might be a public-health benefit from clean water and sanitation, general government subsidies benefit the wealthy at the expense of the poor, who end up paying exorbitant prices for water that is trucked into townships and villages. A preferred alternative to subsidies might be to give poor people vouchers for water and sanitation services.

If governments are serious about providing clean water, they should vest more control in water users and suppliers through property rights, eliminate harmful water subsidies and remove power from bureaucrats who hand out favors.

Mr. Tren is a South African economist, and the co-author of "The Cost of Free Water: The Global Problem of Water Misallocation and the Case of South Africa" (Free Market Foundation of Southern Africa, 2002). Ms. Okonski, based in London, runs the Sustainable Development Project for the International Policy Network.
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Titanium Mine License Eludes Canadian Firm in Kenya 

 By Jennifer Wanjiru 

NAIROBI, Kenya, March 26, 2003 (ENS) - The mining of the world's largest titanium fields on the east African coast of Kenya appears to have hit another  snag after the country's new government announced that it is planning to conduct a public forum to discuss whether Tiomin Resources Inc., a Canadian mining firm, should be licensed to start mining the mineral in Kenya. 

The world renowned environmentalist Professor Wangari Maathai, who is the  assistant environment minister in the government of President Mwai Kibaki,  said that "the government is still hesitant" to license the company "as there  are environmental concerns which have not been sorted out." 

The move is likely to put the mining of the titanium at bay until the forum,  which observers here say will attract experts, decides on the way forward. 

Environment Minister of Kenya Newton Kulundu (Photo courtesy  IISD)

                      The new Environment Minister Newton Kulundu said  in Nairobi that Tiomin will not get the license "unless environmental concerns raised by experts and  residents were addressed." 

                      Some researchers have voiced concern over the levels of radioactive uranium and thorium in the titanium laden Kwale sands, saying they would pose a health  risk. They also contend that the marine life at nearby Shimoni beach will be  destroyed and that the mining facility will be a danger to the coral reefs. 

                      “If a deposit has uranium, we have to be very careful,” says Dr. Wellington Wamicha, a German trained Kenyan mineralogist who led a Kenyatta  University assessment study of the sites the company wants to mine. 

                      “The only reason the Kwale residents are currently not being affected by radiation is because thorium and uranium, the radioactive emitters present in   zircon deposits, are in their thermodynamic stable state,” Dr. Wamicha  explains. But mining - through attrition and processing the ore by subjecting it  to hot sulfuric acid - will release the radioactive elements into the  environment, he says. 

                      These are some of the issues the new National Rainbow Coalition  government, in power since December 30, says should be addressed. 

                      Experts say that Tiomin Kenya Ltd, a subsidiary of Canadian mining giant  Tiomin Resources Inc., will find it hard to convince the new government to  issue it a mining license in the face of the populist mood prevailing in the  country which saw the ouster of the corrupt government of Daniel arap Moi                      and of his Kenya African National Union party after they had been in power  since independence from Great Britain in 1963. 

Tiomin test site (Photo courtesy Environment Liaison Centre  International, Office for Africa )

The completed Kwale feasibility study indicates  that during the first six years of production the  Kwale deposit can produce over 300,000 metric  tons of sulphatable ilmenite, about 38,000 tons  of high quality zircon, and over 75,000 tons of  premium rutile per year, with a total mine life of                                          approximately 13 years. 

    Rutile and ilmenite are both sources of titanium dioxide, primarily used in the production of  pigments for paints, plastics and paper, while  zircon is used in the fabrication of ceramic and  enamel glazing, refractories and electronic  equipment. 

The government has also told Tiomin that the compensation and annual rent it had promised to offer residents were inadequate. The titanium saga also involves compensation for Kwale residents who would be evacuated once the  project starts. Initially, Tiomin had offered about $114 per acre, later upping  that to $505. 

Residents and anti-project lobby groups argue that the payment is too low,  based merely on the value of the soil and existing development, not the rich  deposits beneath. 

"By involving the public to table their views, the government will be able to asses the issues at stake," said Maathai, who has been a key critic of the  Tiomin feasibility study. 

This could be the reason her ministry announced that an independent team will carry another environmental impact assessment "to assess the dangers  the mining might pose to the ecosystem." 

A previous environmental assessment report presented by the mining firm to the previous government had received much criticism with stakeholders dismissing it as shoddy. 

Wangari Maathai, Kenya's Assistant Environment Minister was  professor of veterinary medicine at the University of Nairobi and   has never before been in Parliament. (Photo courtesy Liberal Party)

"Some people feel the foreign environmental assessment report was not done well and favored the  mining company. We need to have some independent bodies so that we can know how the company is going  to address the major environmental concerns," says   Maathai. 

A second study led by Dr. Wamicha of Kenyatta University raised key queries raised on the level of radioactivity and presence of sulfur during the  mining. 

Initially Tiomin scorned the Kenyatta University led environmental impact  assessment (EIA) report.The firm's vice president, Mathew Edler, then said, “Kenya lacks environmental consultants who have the necessary experience  to manage the EIA for the Kwale project. Placing the EIA title on its cover  does not make it credible,” triggering an uproar from the same people now in  government. 

The Tiomin saga drama started in 1995, when the Canadian company struck  what are now recognized to be the biggest unexploited titanium deposits in the world. These include five titanium rich sites with 650 million tons at  Mambrui and 1.2 billion tons at Sokoke. The are unknown quantities at Sabaki,                      Mombasa, and Kwale along the Kenyan coast. 

Residents of the coastal region  where the company wants  hold a public meeting to address environmental and                                                          land compensation concerns.  (Photo courtesy Tiomin Kenya)

One of the persistent wrangles has been political, and it revolved around the true identity  of the people behind

Tiomin Kenya. Although the Canadian   firm claims to own the total shareholding, the Kenyan populace is not convinced, as tales of    corruption of the previous government fill the daily papers in this east African                      nation. 

As controversy rages, Kenya's new government is caught between pleasing  the company and remaining accountable to the citizens who placed it in with a landslide majority. The standoff was expected since the titanium mining was widely viewed as one of the development projects Moi associates wanted   to exploit to make their fortunes. 

That and other unresolved issues will have to be reconciled against Tiomin's   claim that it is out for a clean business. But there will be a tough battle over  when the mining license will be issued. Already, a lawyer has gone to court

                      and blocked the government from issuing the license. 

_________________________________________________________________________________________
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U.S. Leaders Push Europe to Allow Biotech Crops 

                      By J.R. Pegg

                      WASHINGTON, DC, March 27, 2003 (ENS) - U.S. lawmakers are urging the

                      Bush administration to formally challenge the European Union's moratorium

                      on new genetically modified crops. 

                      Official World Trade Organization (WTO) action is the "only course that

                      would send a clear and convincing message to the world that prohibitive

                      policies on biotechnology, which are not based on sound science, are illegal,"

                      House Speaker Dennis Hastert, a Republican from Illinois, told the House

                      Agriculture Committee at a hearing Wednesday. 

                      The moratorium is "indefensible," and based on prejudice and misinformation,

                      said Hastert, who sent a letter to President George W. Bush supporting action

                      through the WTO. 

                      The European Union (EU) has refused to grant import licenses for genetically

                      modified (GM), or biotech food for the past four years because many

                      Europeans are worried about possible health and environmental risks.

                      European Union officials are not slated to decide on any new policies

                      affecting GM foods until October. 

                      Rhetoric threatening WTO action by the Bush administration and its

                      Congressional allies has been building in recent months, but the debate over

                      the moratorium is far from simple. 

                      Genetically modified crops continue to make many people nervous about the health and environmental implications. (Photo courtesy Monsanto)

                      GM foods are an emotional issue for many people, with issues of economics, public health,                      environmental protection, national sovereignty and world hunger all playing a role. 

                      Economics is the core issue for the United States, which produces some two thirds of the world's genetically modified crops. 

                      U.S. officials estimate the EU ban has cost its agricultural industry hundreds  of millions, including some $300 million a year in corn sales alone. 

                      They contend the ban is negatively affecting global trade, slowing  development of new GM crops and contributing to famine in developing countries. It is the effect on famine that has become a focal point of the  argument to force the lifting of the moratorium. 

                      "This is a trade issue but more importantly, it's an issue of life and death," said Congressman Frank Wolf, a Virginia Republican. 

                      Several African nations, such as Zambia and Zimbabwe, have rejected U.S.  food aid because it contained GM corn. These countries fear the GM corn could end up in crops or be fed to beef cattle tagged for export to Europe, which could then reject the African imports. 

                      The European moratorium is having "a chilling effect" on developing countries who most need the benefits of biotechnology, said Representative  Jo Ann Emerson, a Missouri Republican and co-chair of the Congressional  Hunger Center. 

                                     Speaker of the House Denny Hastert is a leading voice in favor of WTO action to remove the EU moratorium. (Photo courtesy

                                     Congressman Hastert's Office)

                                     The argument that the EU ban is increasing starvation in the Third World is "disingenuous," said Jane Rissler,  a senior scientist with the food and environment  program at the Union of Concerned Scientists, a  nonprofit environmental advocacy group of scientists and citizens. 

Rissler contends that the biotechnology industry and its supporters are using  starvation in the Third World as a lever to sell biotech crops to Europe. 

"They are playing on the guilt of the First World," she said. "People are not starving for lack of biotechnology." 

It is money, not good will or free trade, that is driving U.S. policy according to  some critics. 

The Unite States is "using free trade agreements as the battering ram to force  unwanted [biotech] food and crops onto the rest of the world," according to  Anuradha Mittal, codirector of Food First: the Institute for Food and  Development Policy, a U.S. based human rights think tank. 

GM crops are "likely to make food security worse through patented control over seeds and by undermining traditional agricultural practices in the Third World," Mittal contends. 

Even the benefits of biotechnology to those who have access to it are questionable, Rissler said. 

"There has not been a single consumer benefit after 10 years of GM food,"  she said. "There are promises and there may be some benefits to farmers and pesticides, but society has not benefited." 

It is clear the rejection of food aid by African nations has biotech supporters worried that the ripple effects of the EU ban are turning global opinion against biotech foods. 

One potential benefit of GM crops could be reduced pesticide use. (Photo by Ian Britton courtesy FreeFoto.com)

For example, India rejected food aid last  year when nongovernmental aid  agencies could not meet

the country's demand to guarantee the food  contained no biotech grains. 

Australia is embroiled in a bitter debate over GM crops. It is slowing the roll  out of GM wheat, and both Canadian and American wheat farmers have  expressed concerns. 

Some 82 percent of customers "tell us they will not buy GM wheat," said   Louise Waldman, media relations manager for the Canadian Wheat Board. 

Of further worry to biotech proponents are recent moves by the Chinese government, which is exploring labeling measures similar to those under

                      discussion by European officials. 

Still, U.S. officials have not been swayed in their support of biotech crops, nor  in their opposition to labeling, which they contend would result in higher food   costs for consumers and producers. 

House Agriculture Chairman Bob Goodelatte, a Virginia Republican, met with  European Trade Commissioner Pascal Lamy in February and said the moratorium can not be replaced with new regulations on traceability and

labeling, initiatives the EU is actively considering. 

Scientists are working on an array of new GM crops including some that could be  used to produce

pharmaceuticals. (Photo  courtesy Monsanto)

"Over the last few years, we have seen country  after country  implementing protectionist trade

policies under the cloak  of food safety - each one brought on by emotion, culture, or their own poor                      history with food safety regulation," Hastert said. 

But this steadfast opposition to labeling or traceability requirements leaves little apparent room for negotiation, causing many people to contend that the United States is trying to force feed the world its GM crops. 

European officials say that U.S. action through the WTO would do little to  convince the skeptical European public, in particular as some in Europe try to  further open the door to GM agriculture. 

Earlier this month the European Commission said there is little environmental  justification for European Union legislation to govern the management of  genetically modified crops. 

It said that no EU member state should be allowed to declare itself a "GMO free zone," but the ban on new approvals will remain through at least October.

  Opponents of the EU's moratorium argue that the testing in the United States should be enough to satisfy consumers worldwide and more than enough to  demonstrate that a ban on GM crops approved by U.S. officials is a non-tariff  barrier under WTO guidelines. 

There are no health risks from GM crops that are currently being consumed in  large quantities by many Americans, according to Hastert. 

Critics believe better distribution of food, not biotechnology, is the answer to global hunger. (Photo courtesy International  Relief Friendship Foundation)

"No other food crops in history have been tested   and regulated as foods developed through                      biotechnology," Emerson said. 

Others have less confidence in the U.S. regulatory   system. 

"To imply that the U.S. government has had a  strong regulatory system does not stand up to

closer scrutiny," Rissler said. "It is impossible to  know if anyone has gotten sick from GM food." 

"It is likely there has not been a huge effect on public health, but the absence  of evidence is not evidence of safety." 

The first generation of approved GM crops are "relatively simple" compared  with the next wave, explained Gregory Jaffe, biotechnology project director for  the Center for Science in the Public Interest, a nonprofit education and  advocacy organization that focuses on improving the safety and nutritional  quality of the food supply 

"The U.S. regulatory regime is currently not set up to really ensure the safety of biotechnology crops," Jaffe said. 

The disparity between the U.S. enthusiasm for GM crops compared to the  criticism much of the rest of the world is evidenced by recent decisions by the  U.S. to allow further trials of biopharm crops, which have been modified for pharmaceutical purposes. 

These crops raise further health and environmental concerns that many   people believe the current system is unable to address. 

Even so, concerns over GM crops appear to be falling on deaf ears in the  United States, and Hastert assured members of the committee that he would  not be satisfied with anything but an end to the EU ban. 

"The U.S. Government should immediately take a case to the WTO regarding  the current EU moratorium," he said. "After all, the price of inaction is one we

                      can no longer afford to pay." 

_____________________________________________________________________________________
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S. African minister slams illegal fishing in its waters 

Cape Town, South Africa (PANA) - South African Environment Minister Mohammed Valli Moosa has reiterated government's commitment to rigorously fight illegal fishing, root out illegal Patagonian toot fish trade and protect the country's marine resources. Moosa said this following the seizure of over 200 tons of Patagonian tooth fish, valued at approximately 20 million rand, or two million US dollars, from the Cape Town harbour this week. A consignment of nine containers of Patagonian tooth fish were off-loaded at Cape Town Harbour, allegedly after being discharged from a Uruguayan registered fishing vessel, the Lugal Pesca, in Walvis Bay harbour in Namibia and loaded onto a container vessel bound for Cape Town. "Our commitment in protecting our nation's valuable marine assets becomes fundamentally important as we are broadening access to these resources in our battle to fight poverty.  "The conservation of these resources, and ensuring the sustainable harvesting thereof, is critical. We will have no tolerance for those who disregard and undermine our efforts to do so," Moosa said. The Patagonian tooth fish is a species under increased pressure from illegal harvesting and trade and is protected under the Marine Living Resources Act. South Africa is a member state of the Convention for the Conservation of Antarctic Marine Resources, and has obligations to monitor and protect the exploitation of Patagonian tooth fish.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng046733&dte=27/03/2003
Namibian MPs debate environmental impact of textile plant 

Windhoek, Namibia (PANA)- Emotions ran high in Parliament here Thursday between the opposition DTA/UDF Coalition and the ruling Swapo when an opposition MP raised environmental questions about a 100-million dollar textile factory in Namibia. At the centre of the quarrel between the opposition Democratic Turnhalle Alliance (DTA)/United Democratic Front of Namibia (UDF) coalition and Swapo is the Ramatex Textile Factory located in Windhoek. Despite being located between residential areas and close to water reclamation plants the Malaysian-owned factory has refused to carry out an Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) study. It has also refused to comply with laid-down building and safety standards. DTA/UDF coalition leader Katuutire Kaura warned that the New Goreangab Dam Reclamation Plant that supplies a third of the city's water requirements could be ruined if industrial waste seeped into the plant. The factory was unable to provide hazard ratings for the different ponds that hold poisonous effluent from its chemical process, adding that it had failed to provide "an updated and conclusive Environmental Impact Assessment Report", he said. 

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng046717&dte=27/03/2003
Water Summit's Value Questioned

The Namibian (Windhoek): THE value of international summits and forums and the high costs of organising such events were questioned by many participants at the end of the 3rd World Water Forum in Kyoto, Japan, last week. Critics say the expected outcome and activity plans of such international events do not justify the huge amount of money pumped into organising them. They argue the money would be much better used in achieving the Millennium and World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD) targets set in Johannesburg last year. The WSSD cost more than N$400 million to organise. No figure had been given for the cost of the Forum in Japan.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200303270007.html
_____________________________________________________________________________________
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DRUGS-COLOMBIA:
Aerial Spraying Remains Bone of Contention 

Yadira Ferrer 


BOGOTA, Mar 24 (IPS) - The Colombian government's decision to use a higher concentrate of the defoliant glyphosate in aerial spraying of coca crops has heightened the sense of alarm among environmentalists and local authorities, who complain of the effects that fumigation has had on human health and the environment. 

They also point out that spraying merely forces many coca- growers to move to more remote areas in the jungle with little or no coca-planting tradition, where they carve out new fields on which to grow the illicit crop. 

Colombian Minister of the Interior and Justice Fernando Londoño and police chief Teodoro Ocampo reported that the Environment Ministry had authorised an increase in the concentration of glyphosate -- a chemical defoliant produced by the U.S.-based Monsanto Corporation -- from eight to 10.4 litres per hectare. 

The decision was based on reported findings that in some cases, the herbicide -- also known by its trade name Roundup -- served more as a fertiliser for native plant species than as a weedicide that destroyed coca. 

Governors Floro Tunubalá of Cauca and Parmenio Cuéllar of Nariño, two departments or states in southern Colombia, have protested the use of more concentrated glyphosate, pointing out that they had received many complaints of skin and respiratory ailments from people living in areas that had been sprayed with the more diluted version. 

The decision to increase the concentration of the herbicide is based on a U.S. State Department report according to which glyphosate does not pose a threat to human health. 

But Cuéllar, the governor of Nariño, said ''It is not true that the fumigation is carried out with the chemicals that have been announced. These are much more toxic, and cause great harm to farmers and their subsistence crops.'' 

Since coca, which is used to produce cocaine, began to be sprayed here in the early 1990s, environmentalists have complained that the herbicide used also destroys subsistence crops, sickens domesticated animals, contaminates water supplies, and harms the flora and fauna of Colombia, a country rich in biodiversity. 

In addition, they say, the herbicide, sprayed by the Colombian police and military from planes, often falls directly on indigenous peoples. Offices of the people's defender (ombudsman) around the country have received hundreds of complaints from peasant farmers of eye, respiratory, skin, and digestive problems, and of harm to legal crops, animals and water supplies. 

People's Defender Eduardo Cifuentes told IPS that he had asked the constitutional court to annul the Environment Ministry's authorisation to increase the concentration of glyphosate. 

Former president Andrés Pastrana (1998-2002) did not allow small coca plantations to be targetted by the spraying, in order to avoid antagonising peasant farmers in the midst of the touchy peace talks that his government was carrying out with the main guerrilla group. 

But the talks broke off in February 2002, and when right-wing President Alvaro Uribe took office in August 2002, he launched a new phase of Plan Colombia, a largely U.S.-financed anti-drug strategy widely criticised by activists as a counterinsurgency offensive. 

The new phase of Plan Colombia entailed much broader aerial spraying with glyphosate, even on coca farms of less than three hectares, which were previously included in the voluntary manual eradication programme in which farmers were given incentives to switch to legal crops. 

According to the latest annual coca survey released on Mar. 17 by the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) for Colombia and Ecuador, the land planted in the illicit crop in Colombia shrank from 144,807 hectareas in 2001 to 102,071 in 2002 -- a 30 percent reduction. 

The results were partly due to expanded spraying by the Colombian government, especially in the southern departments of Putumayo and Caquetá, UNODC Colombia head Klaus Nyholm said in the report. 

U.S. government statistics indicate that Putumayo and Caquetá produce around 60 percent of the coca leaves grown in this civil war-torn South American nation of 42 million, which has made the two departments the chief focus of Plan Colombia. 

Nyholm said that another factor that may have contributed to the shrinking of the surface area planted in coca was a drop in prices, especially since the prices of farm products like cocoa beans and sugar rose at the same time, making coca less attractive. 

To produce its annual coca survey, UNODC relies on the Integrated Illicit Crop Monitoring System (SIMCI), a joint venture set up in 1999 by the UN agency and the Colombian government. UNODC uses similar monitoring systems in Bolivia and Peru, which also produce coca, as well as in several opium poppy-growing countries in the Middle East and Asia. 

The UNODC report also noted that between 2001 and 2002, coca- growing expanded slightly in Colombia's Amazon region, while new plantations were discovered in Venezuela and Ecuador, in areas along the Colombian border. 

While the UN agency reported an overall drop in illegal crops in the Andean region, from a combined total of 210,000 hectares in 2001 to 172,000 hectares in 2002, the area planted in coca in Bolivia rose from 19,000 to 24,000 hectares, while falling only slightly in Peru, from 46,232 hectares in 2001 to 46,000 last year. 

The case of Bolivia indicates the inconsistent way that Washington-dictated counter-drug policy has been implemented in that country, argued Ricardo Vargas, the Colombian representative of Acción Andina, a non-governmental organisation that studies the effects of the fight against drug trafficking on indigenous and peasant people in the Andean region. 

Vargas told IPS that what has occurred in Bolivia demonstrated that ''getting one's hopes up over statistics is not recommended, because the numbers only reflect circumstantial effects.'' 

He pointed out that in 2000, ''the United States proclaimed the success of the forced eradication programme to which the peasants and indigenous people in Bolivia were subjected.'' 

As a result of forced eradication, coca production in Bolivia shrank from 48,000 to 14,000 hectares in 2000, before climbing again, to 19,900 hectares in 2001 and 24,000 in 2002, said Vargas. 

He explained that indigenous people and peasant farmers in Bolivia were forced to take part in a crop substitution programme that replaced coca with seven legal products, such as bananas and pineapples. 

But once the harvest was in, the farmers found there was no market for their new crops -- a situation that triggered a wave of protests and social discontent that nearly catapulted the leader of the coca-growers, lawmaker Evo Morales, to the presidency in last year's elections as the candidate for the Movement to Socialism. (END/2003)
                                                                              ____________________________________________________________________________________

ROWA Media Update

Jordan
Rainstorms bring floods to Jordan Valley

JORDAN VALLEY — The heavy rain that fell on the Kingdom in the last two days has flooded the River Jordan for the second time this winter, leaving vast agricultural areas beside it covered with water. 

According to Secretary General of the Jordan Valley Authority Zafer Alem, the water flow from the Yarmouk River was rated Wednesday at 270 cubic metres per second, into the Jordan Valley. In addition, the water flow from the Wadi Arab Dam brought more than 2 million cubic metres in the last 24 hours, resulting in still more water pouring onto agricultural land. 

Alem predicted that the waters would begin to recede today, in accordance with the latest meteorological forecasts. 

Meanwhile, farmers expressed fears of growing damage to their farmland, particularly citrus trees, which can no longer withstand the flooding. 

A government committee with representatives from the Ministry of Agriculture and the Jordan Valley Authority has been working to determine the damage sustained by the previous flood in order to compensate those adversely affected. 

Large areas of land, irrigation networks and fish farms were destroyed in the earlier flood.

http://www.jordantimes.com/Thu/homenews/homenews10.htm
Initiative results in Aqaba plastic bag ban

AMMAN (JT) — Commissioner of Environment and Health Control at the Aqaba Special Economic Zone Authority (ASEZA), Bilal Bashir, said the authority would soon enforce a ban on the use of plastic bags less than 20 microns in thickness throughout Aqaba in response to schoolchildren's petition to abolish the “hazardous material.” 

Early this year, students from Rosary College in Aqaba began pushing ASEZA environmentalists to take action against the use of plastic bags, as part of a nature-loving campaign waged by youth whose average age is 16. 

Their plea to rid the town of nondegradable plastic, which constitutes a major portion of the garbage generated in the city, has been met by ASEZA through the enactment of Environmental Article No. 48, published in the Official Gazette on Feb. 2. 

According to law, the regulations will become effective two months after its publication.

http://www.jordantimes.com/Thu/homenews/homenews7.htm

Saudi Arabia
Oil Spill Detected Near Causeway

DAMMAM, 27 March 2003 — An oil spill has been detected near the King Fahd Causeway linking the Kingdom to Bahrain, the Meteorological Environment Protection Agency (MEPA) said. The spill was reported to MEPA by the National Guard.MEPA said that on receiving the report it immediately activated a special task force to deal with the spill. The task force contacted the relevant departments and began investigating the cause as well as monitoring the direction of the slick.The agency has already formulated an action plan to combat any kind of pollution, including oil spills, borne out of the on-going war in Iraq. MEPA chief Prince Turki ibn Nasser warned last week that the Arabian Gulf as well as the atmosphere in Eastern Saudi Arabia might be affected due to the war.He said MEPA had put in place a special contingency plan to combat such pollution.

http://www.arabnews.com/Article.asp?ID=24329
Kuwait
Authority assures people of Kuwait that water is clean  

 Director-General of the Environment Public  Authority (EPA) Dr. Mohammed Al-Saraawi said on Tuesday that recent   examination of water samples in the country showed that the components   conformed to acceptable standards set by EPA.   

  Dr. Al-Saraawi, in a statement to KUNA, said the special team, headed by   

  Fatimah Malallah analyzed water samples at 10 sites in the country over the   

  past three days   

  The special team inspected the proportions of various components, namely   

  chloride, calcium and minerals.   

  On thick fog hanging in the skies over Kuwait, he said that the clouds,   

  stretching from northern Kuwait to southern Iraq, do not contain hydrocarbon   

  components. But he added that EPA would analyze some samples of the rain that   

  showered Kuwait earlier today. 

 http://www.kuna.net.kw/Main.htm
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T H U R S D A Y    H I G H L I G H T S
Iraq

*
Security Council ends Iraq debate, hears overwhelming appeal for aid to civilians

*
Local UN staff still working to bring relief to civilian population

*
Blix sees no evidence Iraq has used banned weapons

*
UN human rights chief makes fresh appeal to protect civilians 

Other news

*
Security sector reform vital to rebuilding of Afghanistan, UN official says

*
UN seriously concerned local journalist may have been ordered to leave Afghanistan

*
DPR of Korea: UN welcomes Republic of Korea’s $20 million pledge for relief aid

*
Annan pays tribute to former US Senator Moynihan, firm advocate of UN ideals

*
Plan to bridge ‘digital divide’ put online for comment before UN information summit

* * * *

Iraq: Security Council

27 March – The United Nations Security Council today wrapped up its first debate on Iraq since hostilities began on 19 March, with speakers making an overwhelming appeal for humanitarian relief for the civilian population despite their differences over the military action now being waged.

The Council meeting, which began yesterday, was held at the request of the Arab League and the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) to hear the views of those states that are not members of the 15-nation body.

The majority of the nearly 70 non-members that addressed the Council called for an end to what they said was illegal aggression and demanded the immediate withdrawal of invading forces. Expressing regret that diplomacy had failed to resolve the question of Iraq’s disarmament, many said the current military action was a violation of the basic principles of the UN Charter. They also stressed that they could not understand how the Council could remain silent in the face of the aggression by two of its permanent members against another Member State.

Some non-Council members, however, said Iraq had squandered opportunities for peaceful efforts to disarm it of any weapons of mass destruction and the current military action was a last resort brought about by its non-compliance with Security Council resolutions.

After the non-members addressed the 15-nation body, Ambassador Adolfo Aguilar Zinser of Mexico was the first of the Council members to speak. He maintained his country’s conviction that the war should not have started. The immediate challenge facing the Council was not getting bogged down in irrelevance, but in overcoming differences and arriving at consensus to allow it to comply without delay with its humanitarian responsibilities to ensure the survival of a large portion of the Iraqi population, he said.

Angola’s Ambassador Helder Lucas deplored the fact that, despite the efforts of many countries, war had still occurred. He called for swift implementation of proposals to assist the Iraqi people.

Ambassador Munir Akram of Pakistan deplored the resort to force, which he said could have been prevented if inspections had been allowed more time to secure the effective and verified destruction of Iraq’s weapons of mass destruction. In the current war, people must come first, he stressed, and containing the war’s humanitarian consequences was the most urgent task.

Ambassador Jeremy Greenstock of the United Kingdom, which is participating in the coalition with the United States in the military action in Iraq, said Member States could not set aside the clear evidence that Iraq was repeatedly defying the UN in refusing complete disarmament of its weapons of mass destruction. Now was the time to unite to ensure that the UN and the international community could act quickly to meet the needs of the Iraqi people, during and after military action, he said.

Cameroon’s Permanent Representative, Martin Belinga-Eboutou, said the Council had lost several opportunities to follow the path of peace and had dashed many expectations. Now was the time for realism and pragmatism, he declared. Responding to the humanitarian needs of the Iraqi people must be in the forefront of the Council’s concerns.

US Ambassador John D. Negroponte regretted that Iraq had not taken the final opportunity afforded to it to disarm and said the response of the coalition was not illegitimate. Calling on the Council to approve adjustments to ensure the continuity of the UN Oil-for-Food programme, under which Baghdad is allowed to spend a portion of its oil revenue on food and humanitarian supplies, he said there would be serious implications for the Iraqi people if the Council failed to do so.

Speaking for the Russian Federation, which opposed the use of force, Ambassador Sergey Lavrov said the unprovoked military action was a violation of international law. The Russian Federation was seriously alarmed at the humanitarian situation in Iraq and supported Secretary General Kofi Annan’s efforts to mobilize voluntary contributions to meet the needs of the Iraqi population, he said.

Also declaring military action against Iraq a violation of the basic principles of the UN Charter and international law, Chinese Ambassador Wang Yingfan supported the continuing important role of the Council and hoped consensus would soon be reached on the Oil-for-Food programme for providing humanitarian relief to Iraq.

Another opponent of military action, Germany called for the war to be brought to an end as soon as possible. While primary responsibility for meeting relief needs now fell on the belligerents who controlled the territory, the international community and the UN humanitarian agencies must do everything possible to avert a humanitarian disaster, Ambassador Gunter Pleuger said.

Spain, who joined the UK and US in sponsoring a draft resolution that would have found Iraq not in compliance with previous Council demands, said repeated Iraqi non-compliance had led to an international coalition to take enforcement action to achieve disarmament. The highest priority now was providing urgent humanitarian assistance to the Iraqi people, Ambassador Inocencio Arias said.

Chile believed that current risks before the United Nations were major, Ambassador Gabriel Valdés said. It was time for the Council to make a special effort to bring their positions closer together, restoring to the United Nations its capacity to act. Currently, the Council should get down to solving the humanitarian situation in Iraq, following the proposals made by the Secretary-General.

Bulgaria believed the Iraqi Government was responsible for the current situation, Ambassador Stefan Tafrov said.  The international community, however, must not give up its responsibility towards Iraq, but rather make every effort in the humanitarian field to rebuild the country after the conflict. The main task was to provide urgent humanitarian relief to the people.

Syria’s representative, Fayssal Mekdad, said the UK and the US had carried through their threats outside of international legitimacy. There was no legal or moral justification for waging war against the Iraqi people. The humanitarian need of the Iraqi people was an urgent issue, he added.

France, which had threatened to veto any resolution authorizing the use of force, regretted that military action had begun without Council authorization. The primary concern now was for the civilian population of Iraq, Ambassador Jean-Marc de La Sablière said. He hoped military action would be over soon, and the Iraqis would be spared from further suffering.

Winding up the debate, Mamady Traoré of Guinea, which currently holds the Council’s rotating Presidency, urged the body to find ways and means to restore its unity and recover its effectiveness and dynamism. The international community was questioning the effectiveness of the Council, a few days after the beginning of hostilities in Iraq, he said.

* * *

Iraq: humanitarian

27 March – United Nations relief agencies reported today that their 3,400 local staff in Iraq were doing all they could to bring relief to the civilian population and perform their functions despite the withdrawal of international personnel on the eve of hostilities.

Geoffrey Keele, spokesman for the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF), told the daily briefing on UN humanitarian operations in Amman, Jordan, that the officer-in-charge in Baghdad, Hatim George, reported that national staff felt they were “affirming their existence by continuing to work and doing what they can.”

UNICEF national staff also continued to provide services to relieve immediate humanitarian needs as well as put in place emergency services to save lives and look after the welfare of children, Mr. Keele added.

Meanwhile, the World Health Organization (WHO) said it had a team in Baghdad ready to head to Basra as soon as it received travel permits to assist with the potential health emergency in Iraq’s second largest city, where the health of the population was under serious threat from the lack of access to safe, clean drinking water.

The Office of the UN Humanitarian Coordinator for Iraq (UNHCI) said that while half of Basra’s 1.5 million inhabitants now had access to drinking water, three urban centres south of the city remained disconnected since last Friday. About 400,000 people were affected and remained at risk with repair work impossible under present conditions, spokesman David Wimhurst said.

WHO spokesperson Fadela Chaib said the agency’s teams elsewhere in Iraq were working intensively to keep the health system functioning, and together with the national authorities were distributing medicines and other medical supplies in northern Iraq.

Continuing heavy bombardment of Baghdad was having a serious impact on the population’s well-being, particularly children and other vulnerable groups such as pregnant women, the elderly and disabled, she added. The bombardment also made it extremely difficult for medical staff to get to those who may need medical assistance, including women in labour.

The UN Development Programme (UNDP) reported that its office, which has worked consistently on projects throughout Iraq since 1976, was open for a limited time each day. The agency has nearly 500 staff in the country and, among other functions, provides emergency power supply to basic humanitarian services, such as hospitals, water pumping and water purification stations, sewerage infrastructure, and camps of internal refugees.

The UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) said there have been no reported arrivals of refugees outside Iraq. “We hope this means that all our preparedness activities in the region have been futile, but these are still early days,” spokesman Peter Kessler said.

“Media keep asking when we expect any Iraqi refugees to flee in substantial numbers,” he added. “Well, to repeat a quip I heard here yesterday, UNHCR is a ‘non-prophet’ organization.”

* * * 

Iraq: inspections

27 March – Top United Nations weapons inspector Hans Blix said today he had no evidence that Iraq had used banned weapons in the current conflict nor did he think they would use them.

Asked by reporters at UN Headquarters in New York about reports that Iraq had used missiles that exceeded the permitted 150-kilometre range, Mr. Blix, Executive Chairman of the UN Monitoring, Verification and Inspection Commission (UNMOVIC), said that what he had heard from the United States side was that they had not seen any Scud missiles.

He said his impression was the missiles used were Al Fatah with a range of around 150 kilometres or “a wee bit over.” Asked whether the use of such missiles was clearly a violation, he said: “No, but the inspectors would like to have accurate information about it.”

“So far we have not identified or heard from the allies that anything that was proscribed would have been used,” he added.

Asked whether he was “relieved” that there had not been any apparent use of chemical or biological weapons, which Iraq has denied having, Mr. Blix said he did not think the Iraqis would use them because then the world would say they were liars. “In the second place, it would also then change the attitude of the world towards the armed conflict,” he added. “The scepticism about the armed conflict would, I think, give way to one of greater understanding. So I didn’t think so, but I may be wrong.”

* * *
Iraq: human rights

27 March – Expressing increasing concern for the welfare of the people of Iraq, the top United Nations human rights official issued a fresh appeal today to all parties to respect fundamental civil liberties and observe meticulous precautions in protecting civilians.

“I repeat this because it can never be said enough – not least while we continue to see, in conflict after conflict, civilians bearing the brunt of the violence,” Sergio Vieira de Mello, High Commissioner for Human Rights, told the Commission on Human Rights in Geneva shortly after it decided not to hold a special sitting on the impact of the current conflict in Iraq.

Stressing that the Iraqi people had suffered human rights abuse for many years as well as the results of sanctions, Mr. Vieira de Mello said: “That they are facing, and have for some time faced, the most difficult, dreadful plight is beyond dispute.”

He warned that parties must never attack the civilian population or civilian objects, even if the aim is to strike a military target and human shields are being used, and that states must never use “such an abhorrent practice as intentionally placing civilians in harm's way.”

And he cautioned that states must never use weapons that are incapable of distinguishing between civilians and the military. “Tragic experience demonstrates that the precision of modern weapons, particularly at long range, is not reliable, not least in densely populated, urban areas,” he declared.

“So let me state quite clearly here, and this is an appeal, a strong, urgent appeal: If there is any doubt at all, restraint and refrain must be the watchwords. In other words, do not attack that particular target.”

Shortly before Mr. Vieira de Mello’s message, the Commission rejected a request from several members to hold a special sitting on Iraq by 25 votes against to 18 in favour and 7 abstentions. Three countries were absent. The reasons given by several of those who voted against was that the Commission was not the proper forum for such a discussion and that the matter was in the hands of the Security Council.
* * *

Afghanistan

27 March – While Afghanistan had made definite gains over the past year and the Government was determined to take a lead role in rebuilding the country and economy, the persistent lack of security still threatened the peace process at all levels, a senior United Nations official told the Security Council today.

In an open briefing to the Council on Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s latest report on the situation in Afghanistan, Hédi Annabi, Assistant Secretary-General for Peacekeeping Operations, stressed that security sector reform was paramount. One of the most pressing challenges ahead for the Government will be to strengthen the links between the capital, Kabul, and the provinces and to strengthen the capacity of the provincial and local governments themselves, he said.

Effective governance at the local level, with reliable fiscal, administrative and policy links to the central Government, would enable the population across Afghanistan to gain confidence that the Government could affect their lives positively, Mr. Annabi said. But for that to occur, security outside Kabul must significantly improve. “It is important to see security sector reform, not as an end in itself, but as a mechanism to enable the central government to extend its control over the country, and in turn to allow the inter-related political and economic development processes to occur within the space created by a functioning security sector,” he noted.

Mr. Annabi also said the focus of the UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA) over the next year would be to continue to assist the Government to consolidate its authority throughout the country and implement national policies that reached the entire nation. That effort would build on progress made last year in establishing the essential structures of government and in proving that those structures could work at a basic level.

Mr. Annabi recalled that the budget had been presented to donors at the Afghanistan Development Forum held from 13 to 14 March in Kabul, and at the Afghanistan High-Level Strategic Forum on 17 March in Brussels. “At the heart of the budget process its the issue of government ownership and leadership in setting national priorities for the overall reconstruction agenda,” he said, adding that the financial plan provides for some $2.26 billion in expenditures. The Government estimated that it will collect revenues of $200 million and donors had to date pledged $1.87 billion, leaving a funding gap of around $191 million for this year.

Administrative development and security sector reform should be coupled with a political transformation process that ensured that the Government was representative and accountable to all segments of its population, Mr. Annabi said. “The drafting and approval of a new constitution and preparations for general elections in 2004 will be key tasks in that regard in the coming year,” he noted, adding that elections in particular constituted a linchpin of the process and an essential element of UNAMA’s mandate.

Holding elections within the timeline of the Bonn Agreement will constitute a “major challenge” for UNAMA and the Afghan Administration, Mr. Annabi said, envisioning an electoral section within UNAMA that could provide expert advice and technical assistance to the Afghan electoral management body on such issues as voter registration, voter education, the development of political party laws, and the development of the electoral system.

Stressing that the resources to meet international standards in the elections, above the cost of the electoral section itself, will be considerable, Mr. Annabi said it was vital that the UNAMA electoral section be established and provided with adequate resources as soon as possible.

* * *

Afghanistan

27 March – The United Nations mission in Afghanistan expressed great concern today as disturbing details emerged following an incident in which an Afghan journalist in Herat was beaten and arrested.

According to a spokesman for the UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA), Ahmad Behzad was beaten and arrested on 19 March, immediately following the opening of the Herat Office of the Afghan Independent Human Rights Commission. Although he was released on the same day, UNAMA has learned that he was ordered to leave Herat, the city where he and his family live.

“If those allegations are confirmed, it will be the urgent responsibility of the Afghan authorities both in Kabul and in Herat to investigate the case fully and to make sure that any wrongdoing does not go unpunished,” spokesman Manoel de Almeida e Silva said today, stressing that it is not acceptable that a journalist is prevented from doing his work in his own country.

* * *

DPR of Korea

27 March – Three United Nations agencies today welcomed a pledge of almost $20 million by the Republic of Korean (ROK) for emergency food and health programmes to assist millions of vulnerable people in the Democratic People's Republic of Korea (DPRK).

“This very significant pledge by the Republic of Korea will help ensure that 3.5 million hungry people, many of whom had previously been cut from our distribution plans, receive cereal rations for up to three months,” World Food Programme (WFP) Executive Director James Morris said today, welcoming the 100,000 tons of maize, valued at $18 million, that will be channelled through the agency.

In its broadest commitment to the UN's humanitarian relief efforts in the Korean Peninsula this year, the ROK said it will also channel $700,000 for a malaria prevention campaign through the World Health Organization (WHO) and $500,000 in supplies for child health and nutrition through the UN Children's Fund (UNICEF).

“The ROK is clearly signalling that it has seen what UN collaboration can do to improve the health and nutrition of needy children and wants us to continue the good work,” UNICEF Executive Director Carol Bellamy said. WHO Director-General Gro Brundtland, meanwhile, also welcomed the support and said it will reduce the malaria burden considerably.

Following a mid-January mission to the DPRK by his personal envoy, Maurice Strong, UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan warned of an impending humanitarian crisis unless donors responded quickly to the pressing food and medical needs of the most vulnerable there.

The Republic of Korea’s pledge, the latest in a series by donors to the DPRK, brings to $72 million the level of funding secured by UN agencies, non-governmental organizations and the Red Cross for key humanitarian operations this year. However, this figure is still 68 per cent short of the $225 million required to fully deal with the crisis.

* * *

Secretary-General

27 March – Secretary-General Kofi Annan today paid tribute to former United States Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan, who died yesterday, describing him as an unwavering champion of the core ideals of the United Nations.

“Throughout his rich and varied life, Senator Moynihan displayed exceptional intellect, vision and passion on a range of issues in the domestic and international arenas alike,” said a statement issued by a spokesman for the Secretary-General. “He was a steadfast advocate of the core ideals of the United Nations, from the promotion of international rule of law to the work for social and economic justice.”

The statement noted that although Senator Moynihan, who also once served as the US Ambassador to the United Nations, was sometimes critical of the way the Organization worked, “he retained and expressed a deep and abiding belief in the need to balance national interests with a commitment to multilateralism.”

“His courage, character and unforgettable flair will be remembered and missed by many people, not only in his own country, but around the world,” the statement said.

* * *

Information summit 

27 March – Inspired by the vision of an information society where everyone can create, share and receive knowledge, a United Nations-backed panel will make its action plan for bridging the digital divide between developed and developing nations available on the Internet for public comment.

In a pioneering bid to energize local-level action to help shape an international blueprint for closing the gap between information “haves and have nots,” the results of the second meeting of the preparatory committee for the World Summit on the Information Society (WSIS) are now available on the Internet at wsis.ap@itu.int. The two-phase World Summit will be held in Geneva from 10 to12 December, and in Tunis from16 to18 November 2005.

The UN-guided committee and the International Telecommunication Union (ITU), the lead agency organizing the WSIS, are encouraging ordinary folks worldwide to log on and make observations and comments on the basic working documents – a draft plan of action and declaration – approved late last month in Geneva. Replies received by 31 May will be included in a reference text highlighting where public contributions might be included in the documents for the Summit.

The ITU – a worldwide organization responsible for setting global telecommunications standards – worked with the UN to bring together over 1,500 of the most influential representatives of government and the telecommunications industries for the second preparatory meeting. A compelling international strategy emerged which may, with the help of citizens and local communities, ensure equal access by both developed and developing countries to the potential of new communication technologies (ICTs).  

The declaration and plan of action available on the ITU web site promote innovative ideas such as a more humanizing role for the Internet and creating a “digital charter” by which economies higher up on the ICT development scale would be bound to help those at the lower end. The information society is seen as inclusive, where all persons, regardless of frontiers, can utilize and share knowledge in any media. The essential elements for creating such a society include a respect for human rights and civil liberties, and the existence of an independent communications media. The draft declaration and action plan will be discussed at the next preparatory meeting in Geneva, scheduled for 15 to 26 September.

* *** *

________________________________________________________________________________________

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

           On the Iraqi humanitarian front, national staff from a number of

     United Nations agencies are continuing to work under difficult circumstances.

           In Baghdad, Hatim George, the United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF) officer-in-charge, said the national

     staff feel they are “affirming their existence by continuing to work and doing what they can”.  Fifty UNICEF

     first-aid kits have been distributed by government authorities to child care institutions and those looking after the

     elderly.

           In northern Iraq, UNICEF staff in Suleimaniyah have started distributing fresh water to internally displaced

     families.  Staff have also been building latrines and putting up tents.

           A team of national staff from the World Health Organization has sought permission to travel from Baghdad to

     Basra to assist with the potential public health emergency in Iraq's second largest city.  The lack of clean water in that

     city remains of great concern to United Nations agencies.

           The World Food Programme (WFP) reports that about half of its staff in the north, in Erbil, are still reporting to

     work to continue food distribution, which has been scaled down to due to the reduced level of stocks in the

     warehouses.  The WFP has been concentrating its efforts where local residents have been hosting displaced relatives.

           The Director-General of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO),

     Koïchiro Matsuura, yesterday urged the parties involved in the war in Iraq to respect the rights of journalists and refrain

     from targeting the media.  He called on them to recognize the need for a free flow of information. 

           The United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF)also expressed its concern at a report that military equipment

     has been found in a school.  The agency urges all parties in conflicts to ensure that schools are places that do not

     invite attack and remain a secure environment for children, where their right to education can be fulfilled.

           For information on all these items, please pick up the notes from the Amman, Jordan press briefing that took

     place earlier today, as well as various press releases from the agencies.

           **Secretary-General/Security Council

           The Secretary-General yesterday afternoon opened the Security Council open debate on Iraq, which is

     continuing this morning, by saying that “all of us must regret that our intensive efforts to achieve a peaceful solution,

     through this Council, did not succeed”, and by calling for the Council to “rediscover its unity of purpose”.

           He said that many people ask why the Iraqi Government did not take full advantage of the last chance it was

     given by the Security Council to disarm, while at the same time, many are seriously questioning whether it was

     legitimate for some Member States to proceed to such a fateful action now without first reaching a collective decision

     in the Security Council.

           He warned that the inability of the Council to agree earlier on a collective course of action places an even

     greater burden on it today.

           He drew particular attention to the need to protect the civilian population, the wounded and prisoners of war,

     and to bring relief to the victims.  He noted the concerted effort in the Council to reach agreement on adjustments to

     the “oil-for-food” program, adding his hope that it would soon succeed.  The United Nations will also launch a “flash

     appeal” to donors soon, he said.

           The Secretary-General also underscored two guiding principles that should underpin all future decisions on

     Iraq:  respect for Iraq’s sovereignty, territorial integrity and independence; and respect for the right of the Iraqi people to

     determine their own political future and control their own natural resources.

           He noted that, in the last few months, people around the world have shown how much they expect of the

     United Nations and the Security Council, adding, “Many of them are now bitterly disappointed.”  Their faith in the

     United Nations, he asserted, can only be restored if the Council is able to identify and work constructively toward

     specific goals.

           As of this morning, 43 speakers were inscribed for the continuation of the open debate on Iraq.  And Council

     members are speaking now.

           **Afghanistan/Security Council

           This afternoon in an open meeting at the Council, Under-Secretary-General for Peacekeeping Operations

     Jean-Marie Guehenno will introduce the

     Secretary-General’s latest report on the situation in Afghanistan.

           In his introduction, Mr. Guehenno will focus on the challenges ahead in the implementation of Bonn

     Agreement and how the United Nations Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA) proposes to meet them.  The

     Secretary-General noted in his report of 18 March, that security remains the most serious challenge facing the peace

     process in the country.

           Mr. Guehenno’s introduction will be followed by consultations.

     The mandate of UNAMA will expire tomorrow, and it is expected that a resolution to extend its mandate will be

     considered at a separate meeting of the Council tomorrow (Friday, 28 March).

           **Blair-Annan meeting

           A number of you have been asking about the meeting later today between the Secretary-General and British

     Prime Minister Tony Blair, and I can confirm for you that their meeting will take place here at United Nations

     Headquarters, in the office of the Secretary-General starting at 6:15 p.m.

           We will have the regular photo op at the start of that meeting.  And it is our understanding that the Prime

     Minister does not intend to talk to the press after the meeting concludes.

           **Human Rights Commission

           In a vote earlier today in Geneva, the Human Rights Commission decided not to hold a debate, known as a

     “special sitting”, on the humanitarian and human rights consequences of the current conflict in Iraq.

           On Monday, nine countries had requested a special sitting to discuss the Iraq conflict, but their request was

     rejected today by a vote of 18 in favour, 25 against with seven abstentions.  Three countries were absent.

           The High Commissioner for Human Rights, Sergio Vieira de Mello, said after the vote that all parties to the

     conflict must respect fundamental human rights and humanitarian law and take precautions to protect civilians.  In

     particular, he called on all parties to observe the principle of distinction between combatants and non-combatants,

     saying that parties must never carry out direct attacks against the civilian population or civilian objects, even if the

     purpose is to strike a military target.

           Noting that the human rights of the Iraqi people have been violated for many years, the High Commissioner

     expressed regret that the human rights dimension of the situation in Iraq was not given the prominence it deserved over

     the years in the Security Council’s deliberations.

           He urged the Commission, “Let us therefore redouble our efforts to make sure that we are not so powerless

     now.  Let us seek results.  Let us make a difference –- a real difference –- for the people of Iraq.”

           We have copies of that statement upstairs.

           **WFP -- Democratic People’s Republic of Korea

           Three United Nations agencies today welcomed a substantial pledge of support by the Republic of Korea

     (ROK) for emergency feeding and health care programmes in the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK).

           The World Food Programme, the United Nations Children’s Fund and the

     World Health Organization said in a press release that the ROK Government has indicated it will channel almost $20

     million this year through the three agencies.

           The Republic of Korea’s pledges are the latest in a series by donors to the DPRK, and bring to $72 million the

     level of funding secured by

     United Nations agencies, non-governmental organizations and the Red Cross movement for key humanitarian

     operations during 2003.  However, that is still

     68 per cent short of the $225 million required to fully implement their programmes this year.

           The press release from the three agencies is available in my office.

           **Afghanistan Journalist

           The United Nations Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA) expressed great concern today at an incident involving a

     Herati journalist, Ahmad Behzad.  He was beaten and arrested on 19 March, immediately following the opening of the

     Herat Office of the Afghan Independent Human Rights Commission.

           Though he was released on that same day, UNAMA has learned that he was ordered to leave Herat, the city

     where he and his family live.  The UNAMA said that if those allegations are confirmed, it will be the urgent

     responsibility of the Afghan authorities both in Kabul and in Herat to investigate the case fully and to make sure that

     any wrongdoing does not go unpunished.  The UNAMA underscored that it is not acceptable that a journalist is

     prevented from doing his work in his own country.

           You can find the briefing note from Kabul with more details in my office.

           **Library News

           The Dag Hammarskjöld Library has launched its first online edition of the United Nations Bibliographic

     Information System (UNBIS) Thesaurus.  This is the fourth edition of the Thesaurus; the first three being exclusively in

     print versions.  This is also the first time the Thesaurus is available in all six official languages of the United Nations. 

     The test version was launched in November 2001 and the current redesigned version has a completely new user

     interface. 

           You’re invited to visit the site.

           **SARS Update

           The World Health Organization organized a virtual conference yesterday in which 80 experts from 13 countries

     discussed clinical features and treatment for patients suffering from Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome.  They talked

     about symptoms, suspected viral agents and treatment options.  The group agreed to hold regular meetings using

     electronic communications to develop international guidelines for the care of SARS patients.

           As of yesterday, 1,323 cases, including 49 deaths, have been reported.  This figure now includes statistics for

     China where there were 792 cases, including 31 deaths.

           **Budget

           Finally, budget news for today, three more Member States, I am glad to say, paid their 2003 budget

     contributions in full.  Egypt with payment of more than $1 million, Jordan with just over $100,000 and the Marshall

     Islands with about $13,000.  There are now 68 Members paid in full.  Yes, Mohammad?

           Questions and Answers

           Question:      Fred, this morning President Bush suggested a resumption of the oil-for-food programme.  Do

     you have any idea about this?

           Spokesman:      No.  The consultations in the Council are continuing in the 661 sanctions committee on Iraq. 

     The Secretary-General said yesterday, as I reported to you and as you heard yourself when he came in in the morning,

     that following his luncheon the day before with the five permanent members, he was impressed with their determination

     to come up with a formula to deal with the urgent humanitarian needs in Iraq and on that basis he was hopeful that

     within a few days there would be a resolution agreed upon.  So, we’re waiting for the

     661 committee experts to finish their negotiations and we’re hoping for an agreed upon draft soon.  Yes?

           Question:      There was a gruesome attack on Monday in Shrinagar, Kashmir, Indian-administered Kashmir,

     where about 24 people were shot dead.  It’s believed to be JLFK but they did not claim the responsibility.  I am

     wondering if there’s any response from the Secretary-General?  Any official statement or anything on that?

           Spokesman:      We issued a statement on that.  Anyone else?  Yes, Mr. Abade?

           Question:      Fred, some NGOs including Doctors Without Borders have been asking for the immediate

     establishment of humanitarian corridors to bring relief to civilians in some cities in Iraq.  Is the Secretary-General in a

     position to help in this regard?

           Spokesman:      We would favour anything that gets emergency assistance to the Iraqis immediately.  For our

     own staff, the international staff are still excluded from going into Iraq until the situation is more stable.  As you have

     been able to tell from our reports on the work that the United Nations agencies are doing in Iraq, the local staff,

     particularly UNICEF staff, but many other agencies, are also continuing their work in Iraq using local staff.

     So, anything that works, we favour.  Yeah?

           Question:      Is the Secretary-General going to make a statement later, I mean, you mention that Tony Blair

     is not likely to, but would he be giving a briefing?

           Spokesman:      No.  It was never his intent to speak to the press after this meeting.  The meeting was

     requested by the United Kingdom.  I think the Secretary-General is looking forward to getting a readout if you will, of

     Mr. Blair’s meetings in Washington.  We expect that one of the principal focuses of the discussions will be the efforts

     to adapt the oil-for-food programme for

     emergency humanitarian needs for Iraq.  And we will probably give you some kind of a general readout of a few lines

     after the meeting.

           Thank you very much.

                                              * *** *
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