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Doubts beset biosafety treaty 

     By Alex Kirby 

     BBC News Online environment correspondent 

     A key international agreement on protecting the Earth's myriad species against any risk from biotechnology will soon come into force. 

             Importers must be able to say no, even if their scientific  knowledge is not complete 

             Dr Klaus Toepfer, Unep 

     The agreement, the Cartagena Protocol, is part of the United Nations Convention on Biological

     Diversity (CBD). 

     It will allow countries to reject imports of genetically-modified (GM) goods if they can cite

     valid scientific reasons. 

     But experts fear the protocol may clash with World Trade Organisation (WTO) rules. 

     The protocol will enter into force 90 days after 50 signatories have ratified it. So far 49 have

     done so. 

     It commits member states to ensure the safe transfer, handling and use of what it calls LMOs,

     living modified organisms, known also as genetically modified organisms. 

     At its heart is the concept of "advance informed agreement" (AIA), a procedure designed to

     make sure countries have the information they need before agreeing to import GMOs. 

     The protocol will also establish a biosafety clearing-house, in the Canadian city of Montreal,

     as a one-stop shop for information on GMOs. 

     Any country wishing to export GMOs has to notify the clearing-house, so the recipient

     country can obtain the information it needs to decide the case. 

     All-conquering ideology? 

     It sounds simple enough, but there are real fears the protocol could fall foul of the WTO. 

     There was heated debate at the Johannesburg World Summit on Sustainable Development in

     2002 over the relationship between the WTO and multi-lateral environment agreements like the

     protocol. 

     In principle they enjoy equal validity, but campaign groups believe the developed countries'

     drive for trade liberalisation will mean the WTO always triumphs in the end. 

     One reason allowed by the WTO for the management of trade is the existence of scientific

     evidence supporting an objector's case. 

     In contrast, the protocol emphasises a precautionary approach, though it does say countries

     objecting to GM exports must do so on the basis of a scientifically sound risk assessment. 

     Dr Klaus Toepfer, the executive director of the UN Environment Programme (Unep), believes

     the protocol is compatible with the WTO. 

     Balance of evidence 

     He told journalists in London: "I'm fighting for the idea that the precautionary approach does

     not give carte blanche to refuse a scientific assessment. 

     "Precaution is not anti-scientific. All it means is, in future, importers must be able to say no,

     even if their scientific knowledge is not complete. 

     "We need sounder science, but we can never have full knowledge. I may be too optimistic, but

     I really believe this will mean a huge change in the way we handle the subject." 

     Dr Toepfer told BBC News Online: "The protocol puts the power of refusal in the hands of

     countries asked to accept imports. 

     "In that sense, it's also going to be binding on countries which don't ratify it. They'll have to

     accept a scientifically-argued case." 

     Changing its spots 

     Konrad von Moltke, of the International Institute for Sustainable Development, told BBC

     News Online: "The issue is the quality of the legal work at the WTO. 

     "If that's well done, then it will be apparent there's no question of either the WTO or the

     protocol assuming priority over the other. 

     "There've been interesting developments in the WTO dispute settlements procedure. I think

     there's a chance this will work, though of course there's always some uncertainty. 

     "The situation in the WTO is markedly different now from what it was five years ago." 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

Daily Star

PRIVATE
Lebanese journalist picks up UN environment honor 
Prestigious award recognizes work on global scale 
Najib Saab has transformed ‘dream into reality’ 
Nada Raad 
Daily Star staff 

The United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) will grant the prestigious Global 500 Award for the year 2003 to Lebanese journalist and architect Najib Saab. 
Saab is the second Lebanese to receive the award since Pierre Malichev in 1988, who led the campaign exposing the existence of poisonous waste in the country. Saab, editor in chief and publisher of Environment and Development Magazine and a regular contributor of environmental commentaries in The Daily Star, will be granted the award along with seven other nominees during World Environment Day ceremonies, to be held in Lebanon on June 5. 
UNEP executive director Klaus Toepfer said “the laureates have gone beyond the rhetoric and the grand-standing, by transforming dream into reality and ideas into practical actions on the ground.” 
He added that the winners have not only raised awareness, but have “triggered profound and long-lasting changes in the way people live their lives.” 
According to Toepfer, governments alone are unlikely to achieve much without the support of all sectors of civil society ­ without the inspiration of individuals and small, dedicated grassroots groups. 
He hoped that “their imagination and sheer hard work will show that the impossible is only in our minds and that, together, we can deliver development that lasts and prosperity that respects people and the planet.” 
Since 1987, the Global 500 Award has been granted to more than 600 individuals and organizations for their outstanding achievements in the protection of the environment. 
This year, Saab is the only person from the region to receive the award, considered the most prestigious environmental recognition bestowed by the UN, according to a statement issued Monday by the UNEP at its headquarters in Nairobi. 
Saab, who studied architecture and mass communication at the American University of Beirut, worked from 1971-77 as a journalist for An-Nahar newspaper. He was than appointed as regional information officer for the UNEP West Asia office from 1977-79, while continuing to carry out consultancy work for the UNEP until the present-day. 
In 1996, Saab founded Al-Bia wal-Tanmia (Environment and Development), a magazine distributed in 22 countries with a monthly circulation of more than 38,500. 
The magazine also sponsors more than 360 school environment clubs, in addition to its role in successfully building a pan-Arab environmental movement, which strongly helped place the environment on the agenda of both public and private sectors. 
An adviser to various international agencies and a university lecturer, Saab has also authored several books on the environment, including the Nature Book, containing photographic descriptions of 22 sites across the region; Arab Environmentalists, Unite!; and Appropriate Technology in Development. 
Asked to comment on the award, Saab told The Daily Star that he dedicates it to his team at the magazine, “as big achievements are the result of teamwork, not super individuals.” 
According to the UNEP’s press release, the award will also be granted to “Briton Annelisa Kilbourn, who championed the cause of great apes and the rhino before tragically dying in an air crash, and Indian Bindeshwar Pathak, whose eco-friendly toilet is transforming the health and lives of the urban poor.” 
They are also joined by Nigerian Boureima Wankoye,” whose company is delivering sustainable development … to boost farmer incomes while rehabilitating West African dry lands; a litter-busting brigade of Nepalese housewives who have transformed waste management in the Himalayan … kingdom; a team of Bangladesh lawyers who are bringing environmental and social justice to their country, and French Serge Antoine, who, over half a century ago … pressed for the need of national parks,” the statement said. 

___________________________________________________________________________________________

Daily Star

BELA gets UN award
Staff Correspondent


The Bangladesh Environmental Lawyers Association (BELA) has received the United Nations Environment Award 2003. 

Yesterday, United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) announced that BELA has been elected as Global 500 Roll of Honour for its outstanding contribution in protecting the environment. BELA is one of eight individual organisations to receive such honour. 

BELA was established in 1991 by a group of young lawyers, who felt the urgency to form an advocacy group to monitor and implement laws and regulations to protect the environment. 

The organisation has filed 38 environmental cases, of which 12 decisions went in favor and the rest are yet to be solved. 

UNEP Executive Director Klaus Toepfer will present the award to the Director of BELA, Rizwana Hasan, in Beirut, Lebanon, at World Environment Day ceremony on June 5, said a press release yesterday. 

___________________________________________________________________________________________ 


UNWIREPRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=Environment"

AWARDS: UNEP Global 500 Winners Announced 

The U.N. Environment Program yesterday announced this year's eight Global 500 Award winners, who will be honored at the World Environment Day celebrations June 5 in Beirut, Lebanon. 

The winners in the adult category are Serge Antoine of France, who was active in the creation of the UNEP and biosphere reserves in France; the Bangladesh Environmental Lawyers Association, which fights for environmental and social justice; the late rhino and great ape advocate Annelisa Kilbourn of the United Kingdom; eco-friendly toilet creator Bindeshwar Pathak of India; Lebanese journalist Najib Saab, who has raised awareness of environmental issues in the Arab world; Boureima Wankoye of Niger, whose gum arabic plan is boosting farmers' income in West African dry lands; and the Nepalese Women Environment Preservation Committee, which is honored for its waste management plan.

Salle Pedagogique des Zones Arides, a student group from Algeria that studied water wastage in the Sahara, is the only winner in the youth category.

UNEP Executive Director Klaus Toepfer, who will present the awards, said the winners "have gone beyond the rhetoric and the grand-standing ... and transformed a dream into reality, turned ideas into action on the ground." He said they have "triggered profound and long-lasting changes in the way people live their lives."

The slogan for this year's World Environment Day is "Water: Two Billion People are Dying for It!" It is the first time the event will be held in the Arab world (UNEP release, May 26).

__________________________________________________________________________________________

Agence France Presse 

May 28, 2003 Wednesday 

Green fudge on G8 menu 

      BYLINE: RICHARD INGHAM 

      DATELINE: PARIS, May 28 

: 

      The Group of Eight (G8) traditionally treat the environment as a "consensus issue" -- in plain English, an

      easy fudge -- and the instinct for unity will be especially strong at this year's summit. 

      Green campaigners can only recall two important environmental achievements throughout the 28-year

      history of G7/G8 summits: financial help to make Chernobyl safer and a push that helped secure the UN's

      Kyoto Protocol on global warming in 1997. 

      They predict the outcome of next week's bash in Evian, southeastern France, will be even blander than the

      past, given the G8's need to show a united front after the divisions dug by the Iraq war. "We should be

      pleased that the environment is at least showing up on the (G8) agenda, because it's important for the

      heads of state to recognise the importance of the problems," Hilary French, of the Washington-based

      Worldwatch Institute, said in an interview. 

      "On the other hand, the lack of specificity in what they've got to say suggests they are not approaching

      this problem with the kind of seriousness needed to turn environmental deterioration around." 

      Environmental problems have zoomed up the global agenda in recent years. 

      From climate change and strife over diminishing freshwater to overfishing and deforestation, they now touch  on enormous social, political and economic interests -- and have the explosive potential to match. 

      Yet a draft copy of Evian's final communique acquired by AFP shows that green problems have either been avoided or subsumed into economic questions and where there are commitments, the language is littered

      with conditional clauses: 

      -- GLOBAL WARMING: The draft makes not a single reference to the K-word -- the Kyoto Protocol

      vehemently rejected by President George W. Bush. Instead, it stresses reducing greenhouse-gas emissions

      through smart energy technology in the future rather than making pollution cuts today. 

      -- MARITIME SAFETY: France, the victim of two oilslick catastrophes in three years, had lobbied for a tough  commitment on scrapping single-hulled tankers, blamed for pollution disasters. Instead, the vague G8

      promise, demanded by Japan, is to "work towards further accelerating" the phaseout. 

      -- SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT: The G8 summit will reiterate its support for the goals spelt out at last  year's Johannesburg summit, which set 2015 as the date for helping poor countries gain access to clean

      water and sanitation. 

      But no new money is being put on the table. Instead, the emphasis is put on funding by public-private

      partnerships. 

      Environmentalists say G8 is bad news, especially for developing countries. 

      The G8 always favours "neo-liberal" economics rather than sustainable development, and because it is

      restricted to a tiny elite, its decision-making "does not have the legitimacy of the multilateral arena,"

      Greenpeace campaigner Bruno Rebelle said. 

      But University of Toronto professor John Kirton, who is director of a Canadian organisation, the G8 Research  Group, said the group has a generally sound record. 

      Kirton acknowledged the G8 "has not been a total success story" but contended it has served as the motor

      for "the modern generation of international environmental regimes." 

      This is "a vitally important role, given that the UN charter makes no mention of the environment and to this day has only a mere programme, UNEP, devoted to environmental matters," Kirton said. 

      The personal chemistry of summits is important, said Kirton. 

      "It was through the G7 summit that President George Bush Senior was convinced to go to Rio in 1992, thus leading the other leaders to come (unlike Johannesburg) and thus creating consequently the landmark

      conventions on climate change and biodiversity." 

      The G8 comprises Britain, Canada, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, Russia and the United States, as well as the European Commission. 

      ri/tm __________________________________________________________________________________________ The Mercury (Australia)
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Paying for paradise lost

      SOURCE: AP

      BYLINE: MORT ROSENBLUM

      OF all the many crimes of former Iraqi leader Saddam Hussein, the most enduring may be the salt-encrusted

      moonscape that was once Eden, where punishment by water diversion has put to death an ancient way of

      life.

      To quell rebellion in the south of the country after the 1991 Gulf War, not only did he kill many thousands of

      people by shelling towns, fire-bombing reed hamlets and ordering summary executions, he dried up the heart

      of the Fertile Crescent.

      Satellite photos and close inspection reveal an ecological calamity along the Tigris and Euphrates rivers that

      scientists say is matched only by the deforestation of Amazonia and the drying of the Aral Sea.

      Now, environmental specialists say, unless massive resources are put to work to reverse the damage

      Saddam caused, the cradle of civilisation will be forever barren desert. 

      As a mocking symbol, a dead tree stands amid dusty trash by an abandoned hotel in Qurnah, where the

      rivers meet. Though probably less than a few centuries old, Iraqis insist it is Adam's apple tree.

      Angered by the 1991 uprising and eager to remove any sanctuary for rebels, Saddam ordered a new river to

      be dug between the Tigris and Euphrates. This withered lush marshes where the Madan, the Marsh Arabs,

      had thrived for 5000 years.

      Then he began a systematic purge. Troops set fire to bulrushes, poisoned some remaining watercourses and

      lobbed mortar shells into recalcitrant settlements.

      By some estimates, up to a fifth of the half million Madan died but such figures are impossible to confirm.

      Almost all families fled their traditional reed homes.

      If no one can calculate the human cost, Marsh Arabs see the damage daily. Children die young from diseases

      that thrive in fetid channels where ever-dwindling herds of water buffalo won't drink.

      "We feel like we have lost our lives," said Khassum al-Hamdani as he guided a visitor across the squandered

      paradise. "If something is not done soon, we will die along with the marshes."

      Thick reed beds teeming with life once covered 20,480 square kilometres. Now 97 per cent of the main

      marshes are dry. Less than a third is left of the eastern marshes that reach into Iran.

      Rice paddies and fishing grounds are gone. The grey wolf, the smooth-coated otter, the honey badger have

      died out. Some birds are now extinct and global migrations have been disrupted. When wind blows, blinding

      sandstorms strip off what topsoil remains.

      The last holdout is a patch of fertile marsh with towering qasab reeds that straddles the Iraq-Iran border. It

      is called Majnoon, "crazy" in Arabic, because the oil beneath it often gurgles.

      The marshes suffered badly during Saddam's eight-year war with Iran in the 1980s. He drained wide areas to

      build roads. In places, he electrified the water, killing marsh life along with Iranian soldiers.

      The death knell came in 1992. Despite a war-shattered country that needed rebuilding elsewhere, crews

      worked around the clock for nine months to dig the 563km long Saddam River to drain the marshes.

      "You can't simply add water and bring it all back again," said Christian Lambrechts, a UN Environment

      Program specialist who is helping assess the damage in southern Iraq.

      He said engineers must work from carefully studied models to re-flood the marshes, restoring balances of

      salt and plant life. It would be a hugely expensive endeavour at a time when a rebuilding Iraq has other

      priorities.

      The US government has pledged help, Britain has expressed interest and international agencies and

      humanitarian groups are conferring on how to assist.

      "Technically, you could probably restore much of the marshes if someone made the commitment to do it,"

      said Robert Giegengack, a University of Pennsylvania hydrologist. "But you can't turn money into water."

      Beyond dramatic Landsat photos comparing the marshes of 1973 and 2000, little hard data is available on

      the damage done.

      Abdul Nabi al-Ghadban, chief environmentalist at the Kuwait Institute for Scientific Research, calls the

      changes catastrophic, not only for the marshes but for the surrounding desert and the Persian Gulf. He says

      efforts must be made to bring back the marshes, not only for the Madan and Mesopotamia but for the entire

      region. Already, he said, the northern Gulf ecosystems have been seriously altered. Changes in salt levels

      have driven off some fish species and salt is advancing up the Shatt-al-Arab, the rivers' outlet to the Gulf.

      Shrimp beds and marine plant life are in danger.

      Still, al-Ghadban said, for much of the marshes it may be too late.

      "Ecological damage can only go so far, and then it is irreversible," he said.

      While scientists decide how to restore the wetlands, humanitarians worry about how to bring back a lost

      way of life. The Madan have dispersed and many are dispirited beyond hope.

__________________________________________________________________________________________

ALLAfrica

PSI to Reduce Diarrhoea Incidents 

The East African Standard (Nairobi) 

NEWS

May 23, 2003 

Posted to the web May 24, 2003 

By Neddy Mbori

Nairobi 

Population Service International (PSI) intends to reduce by half the incidents of diarrhoea in

Kenya 

The organisation has also the intention of cutting down household expenditure on boiling

water through home-based water treatment. 

PSI country representative David Walker said they have launched a national campaign to treat

household drinking water especially in the flood-hit Budalangi and Nyando areas in Western

Kenya to prevent water-borne diseases. 

Walker expressed concern that diarrhoea-related diseases are the third biggest cause of death

and illness among children below five years in the country, after malaria and acute respiratory

diseases. 

He confirmed that due to the current floods in Nyando and Budalangi, pit latrines have been

destroyed in the camps making a potential situation for water-borne diseases such as typhoid

and cholera. 

In its 2003 World Water Report, the United Nations Environmental Programme (Unep) stated

that treatment of drinking water at the household level is the most promising intervention to

counter the effects of unsatisfactory unhygienic conditions found in most developing

countries. 

He said his organisation has introduced bottled sodium hypochlorite, a chlorine compound that

kills most disease-carrying germs found in water. 

The 500ml bottle of the chlorine compound is being marketed under the brand name Water

Guard and is able to purify up to 2,000 litres of water. 

Walker said he will work together with the ministries of health and water to popularise the use

of chlorine at the household level for control of water-borne diseases. 

Meanwhile, the Vice-President Michael Wamalwa has disclosed the Government's interest in

working with the governments of Holland and China to construct dams to manage the water

flow in Budalang'i Division. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Reuters

Canada needs plan to protect diverse ecosystem - WWF
  TORONTO - Canada risks irreparable harm to its vast natural resources if it does not act now to protect the diversity of its "island of  green," the World Wildlife Fund Canada said. 

  After a two-year study, the fund released its "Nature Audit" and concluded that much needs to be done to conserve the country's forests,  marine life, mammals and birds, and sensitive regions like the Arctic, which are already in decline because of human intrusion and  industrial development. 

  "We've lost an astounding amount of natural capital since 1600 and we are viewed globally as this island of green," Monte Hummel,  president of WWF Canada said. "I daresay we've lost much more than Canadians realize and much more is under pressure than they may  realize. 

  "If we don't turn this around we are jeopardizing our economy, we are jeopardizing our health and...throwing away a natural heritage and  our birthright." 

  Canada, the world's second largest country after Russia, has the world's longest coastline and is home to a quarter of the globe's wetlands  and more than 10 percent of its forests. 

  The audit said the country should launch a national strategy to protect and better manage its ecosystem. The WWF noted that  populations of long-lived species that have slow reproductive rates - such as whales, turtles and yellow cypress trees - are in decline and  needed to be restored. 

  Canada must also do more to prevent invasive species - such as zebra mussels that harm some fish population in the Great Lakes - from  coming into the country via ships' ballast water or in packaging crates, by introducing tougher inspections and regulations, the WWF  said. 

  "We won't stop every species. With the amount of trade and individual travel back and forth from countries, there will likely be species  that come over," said Lindsay Rodger, senior manager of biodiversity conservation at the WWF. "But we will able to reduce them. 

  "Canada is a country that has one of the best opportunities to do something significant for biodiversity conservation if it acts." 

__________________________________________________________________________________________

REGIONAL OFFICE FOR AFRICA (ROA) - NEWS UPDATE

28 May 2003

UNEP/UN in the news

UN to Discuss Groundbreaking Report on Forests

BuaNews (Pretoria): Undervaluing the economic worth of forests causes governments around the world to lose some USD 5-billion a year in taxes and royalties, according to a United Nations report released on Friday. The report is under the spotlight at the third session of the United Nations Forum on Forests (UNFF) in Geneva from 26 May to 6 June. Conservation of forests is one of the issues discussed at the UN World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD), which was held in Johannesburg in August/ September last year. Other issues to be discussed at the next session of the UNFF are maintaining forest cover to meet present and future needs, and forest health and productivity. The report was prepared in collaboration with the World Bank. The report said USD 5-billion was more than three times the level of official development assistance for financing sustainable forest management. 'Inadequate tax collection decreases government revenues, poses as a disguised subsidy to producers and reinforces wasteful logging. The problem is typically an indication of improper accounting of forest resources and poor forest valuation. 'With prices that do not reflect the real value of the products and malfunctioning market mechanisms, illegal economic activities flourish and forest cover continues to decline, annual losses from illegal logging exceed 10 billion US Dollars. The estimated net loss of forests in the 1990s as a whole was 94 million hectares, an area larger than Venezuela. 

http://allafrica.com/stories/200305271194.html
General Environmental news

Algiers hit by new earthquake 

Algiers, Algeria (PANA) - A new earthquake hit Algeria and its eastern periphery Tuesday leveling buildings already damaged by last Wednesday's tremor. There had been after-shocks since the first earthquake that killed more than 2,200 people and injured 9,500 others.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng002319&dte=27/05/2003
Anglo Platinum Denies Claims Over Emissions

Business Day (Johannesburg): ANGLO Platinum dismissed the threat of legal action over increased sulfur dioxide emissions from its platinum processing plant in Rustenburg yesterday. SA's largest platinum producer has come under fire from local residents for the sulphur dioxide and sulfur trioxide emissions from its plant in the area. Local residents said the emissions were causing respiratory and severe sinus problems. Chris de Bruyn, who heads local environmental pressure group NorthWest Eco Forum, said there were no immediate plans for a class action suit against the company. De Bruyn said Lonmin was moving to bring down emissions from its operations to below 12 tons a day of sulfur dioxide by the start of July and Impala Platinum's emissions were now below 20 tons a day. "This leaves one big polluter if people are still sick after July we will know where to point the finger," said De Bruyn. Anglo Platinum spokesman Mike Mtakati said the company had been transparent in its communications with the community and had an agreed programme with the North West Province's environmental officials on omission levels. The increased emissions have been attributed in part to Anglo Platinum's R1, 68n investment in a new conversion plant.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200305270533.html
School Children Campaign Against Noise Pollution

Daily Trust (Abuja): Noise pollution is an aspect of the environmental degradation that has received little attention. But in Nigeria, noise pollution is prevalent especially in cities including Abuja. The chief agents of the pollution hardly spares a moment in self-examination to measure the devastating physical, mental or psychological impacts which are caused by excessive noise generated at home at school, in the market place, at work, public places and on our roads or in the atmosphere. The Federal Ministry of Environment in conjunction with the Foundation Bank and the Federal Ministries of Education and Women Affairs invited school children from the Federal Capital Territory in Abuja, to demonstrate through short drama sketches, poetry and mime, the impact of noise on the Nigerian environment. Rowdy market scenes, the whining clatter of grinding machines, the second-hand clothes seller screaming his geniuses, the siren of important government functionarie and the ubiquitous okada men all contribute to environmental noise. The din must come down and children from primary and secondary schools in the Federal Capital Territory Abuja are determined to sound the clarion call. In a colourful celebration of the International Noise Awareness Day held Thursday 22nd May 2003, the Federal Ministry of Environment's Pollution and Hazardous Waste Department, brought together in its Green House Auditorium no fewer than seventy school children to present plays and poems with the main theme of sounding a clear note of warning to "stop the noise! It's harmful" as this year's message.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200305270907.html
Stone Contractors Destroy Volta Environment

Ghanaian Chronicle (Accra): The virtual absence of supervision over stone quarrying and sand winning in the Volta region has exposed the entire region to such degradation that the slightest seismic activity is likely to have untold consequences for the nation. And at a time when it is estimated that about 20 new houses spring up in the nation's capital every day, one is prompted to wonder whether all the stones, gravel and sand that go into these huge constructional works have been systematically quarried or randomly fetched to suit the convenience of the day. Putting the Volta region in focus, there is nothing to show at the moment that any governmental body has shown concern, let alone made any effort, in the last couple of decades to give matter of degradation any serious consideration. A four-week Chronicle environmental survey conducted across the region indicates that no district can claim to be environmentally friendly. Chronicle noted with awe during its rounds, the way giant haulage trucks journeyed the nearly 40km distance to the Akatsi district all these four years, for stones; in contrast to what pertains in nearby districts. Environment-conscious people in the region feel that in the light of the recent tremor that hit some parts of the Greater Accra region, all districts should be compelled to enforce laws and prosecute those who willfully degrade the environment.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200305270760.html
__________________________________________________________________________________________ ROAP Media Update – 28 May 2003


UN or UNEP in the news


BELA gets UN award

Daily Star, May 28, 2003 (Staff Correspondent), The Bangladesh Environmental Lawyers Association (BELA) has received the United Nations Environment Award 2003. 
Yesterday, United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) announced that BELA has been elected as Global 500 Roll of Honour for its outstanding contribution in protecting the environment. BELA is one of eight individual organisations to receive such honour.
http://www.dailystarnews.com/200305/28/n3052810.htm#BODY5 
Iraqi fears over depleted uranium
Hi Pakistan, May 26, 2003 - BAGHDAD, Iraq (AP) -- Iraqi doctors and scientists -- and the United Nations to a lesser extent -- are worried that birth defects and childhood cancers could surge because of the use of depleted uranium shells by U.S.-led forces.
…"The fact remains that depleted uranium is still an issue of great concern for the general public," UNEP director Klaus Toepfer said.
http://www.hipakistan.com/en/detail.php?newsId=en26732&F_catID=&f_type=source 



General environment  news

Forest fires on the rise in Riau and Kalimantan 
The Jakarta Post (Haidir Anwar Tanjung), May 28, 2003 - Pekanbaru, Riau - With the beginning of the dry season, an increasing number of forest fires have been detected in Riau and Kalimantan, raising a thick haze that could disrupt air transportation in the region and neighboring countries, Malaysia and Singapore.
http://www.thejakartapost.com/detailnational.asp?fileid=20030528.D01&irec=0 

20,000 villages facing severe shortage of drinking water - Minister to solve woes in three years 
Bangkok Post, May 28, 2003 (Ranjana Wangvipula) - Around 20,000 villages nationwide ``are dying for'' water, said Environment Minister Praphat Panyachartrak, who yesterday vowed to ensure them access to clean drinking water in three year..
…Next week, Thailand will hold a two-day exhibition and seminar at the UN conference centre in Bangkok, to mark the World Environment Day on June 5, with this year's theme ``Water: Two Billion People are Dying for It.''
 http://www.bangkokpost.com/News/28May2003_news21.html 

Rs1bn plan for six cities prepared: Air, water quality monitoring system 
Dawn, Pakistan - ISLAMABAD, May 25: The government has planned to set up air and water quality monitoring system worth Rs1 billion with the assistance of Japan in six cities. 
This was stated by the minister of state for environment, Maj Tahir Iqbal (retired) at the APP forum here on Friday. The statement was released by the agency on Sunday following a suo motu notice taken by the Chief Justice of Pakistan on Saturday asking the federal as well as provincial governments to take steps for arresting environmental degradation. 
http://www.dawn.com/2003/05/26/nat12.htm 

Opinion: Developing environmental protection industry
China Daily, May 26,2003 - More should be done to develop China's environmental protection industry, according to an article in Macroeconomy Research, a Beijing-based monthly magazine. 
Worldwide, the industry is flourishing as the international community pays more and more attention to environmental problems. 
The environmental protection industry is growing by 6 per cent a year in developed countries, while in the developing countries of East Asia and Latin America, the figure exceeds 10 per cent. 
http://www1.chinadaily.com.cn/news/cb/2003-05-26/116458.html 

__________________________________________________________________________________________

ROE MEDIA UPDATE 

UNEP  and UN in the news

 Lebanese journalist picks up UN environment honor 

The United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) will  grant the prestigious Global 500 Award for the year 

 2003 to  Lebanese journalist and architect Najib Saab....                                            

  UNEP executive director Klaus Toepfer said "the  laureates have gone beyond the rhetoric and the    

  grand-standing, by transforming dream into reality and ideas into practical actions on the ground."   

 http://www.dailystar.com.lb/27_05_03/art16.asp      

_____________________________________________________________________________________

ROWA MEDIA UPDATE

 Bahrain
Bahrain's 'healthy city' plans are progressing

BAHRAIN is forging ahead with plans to turn itself into a 'healthy city.'

This will bring favourable developments to all aspects of life in the cities and villages, officials heard yesterday.

The aim is to create a healthy environment for people to lead dignified lives and enjoy social, environmental and cultural activities in the districts they live in. 

The plan was unveiled at a one-day workshop on healthy cities held at the Public Health Building in Salmaniya.

About 30 participants took part in the workshop, organised by the Health Ministry.

http://www.gulf-daily-news.com/arc_Articles.asp?Article=52749&Sn=BNEW&IssueID=26068

Iraq
Million cubic metres of waste water flows into Tigris daily
One million cubic metres of waste water spills daily into the Tigris river and its tributary, the Diyala, because of the poor state of Baghdad's water sewage plants, the United Nations said Wednesday. 

Already in poor condition before the US-led war on Iraq, the two sewage plants serving Baghdad are struggling to process wastewater. 

The Al Rustumia plant in the north of the capital, which the top UN relief official in Iraq, Ramiro Lopes da Silva, visited Wednesday, is currently running at 25 per cent of its capacity, officials there said. 

Damaged by fighting and then completely ransacked after the fall of Baghdad to US-led forces on April 9, the plant, which has not come under military control, continues to attract looters daily. 

“They come every day, they steal motors, cables, submersible pumps,” sewage engineer Nabil Jamil said. “We need protection. We asked the Americans to come but they replied that they didn't have enough troops.” 

Before the war, the UN Development Programme (UNDP) had begun to rehabilitate the plant, a $1.8-million project financed in the framework of the UN oil-for-food programme. 

“This rehabilitation work had almost been completed,” said da Silva, adding that some five million dollars would now be needed to get the plant back to the state it was in before the coalition assault on Baghdad. 

The UNDP warned that “if steps are not taken quickly, the city will be confronted with a major health and environment problem.” 

The UN's World Health Organisation announced earlier this month that it was bracing for a cholera epidemic in southern Iraq after the US-led war disrupted main water supplies, prompting people to resort to unsafe supplies for drinking. 

http://www.jordantimes.com/Thu/news/news7.htm
IAEA says inspectors may return to Iraq this week

The UN nuclear watchdog agency said on Monday its inspectors could return to Iraq this week to investigate reports of looting at the country’s main nuclear site. 

Diplomats said the United States had limited the mission of the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) inspectors, who quit Iraq two months ago on the eve of the US-led war that toppled Saddam Hussein.

The IAEA said its experts would check whether uranium had been spilled or taken from storage buildings near the Tuwaitha nuclear research centre, south of Baghdad, where it has been sealed under IAEA safeguards since after the 1991 Gulf War.

http://www.khaleejtimes.co.ae/
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Iraq

*
Working with Iraqi people top priority for UN mission, Annan and envoy say

*
UN relief agencies step up protection efforts

*
Insecurity continues to hamper humanitarian operations, UN reports

*
UN health agency steps up efforts to distribute medicines

Other news

*
Annan welcomes Israeli acceptance of Middle East peace plan

*
DR of Congo: new clashes in Bunia leave two dead, five wounded – UN

*
Security Council welcomes ‘positive development’ in Burundi

*
Annan proposes new peace plan, extension for UN mission in Western Sahara

*
Security Council mission to urge parties in Central Africa to press for peace
*
UN agencies assist Côte d’Ivoire as humanitarian conditions deteriorate

*
Angolan refugees in DR of Congo sign-up for UN repatriation initiative

*
UN Children’s Fund launches emergency appeal for Algerian quake victims

*
Annual UN health forum adopts resolution calling for support to control SARS

*
WHO puts Toronto back on SARS transmission list

*
Rwanda: UN tribunal hands down first war crimes conviction

*
UN agency testing anti-malarial sheeting in Sierra Leone’s refugee camps

*
Information age has created ‘new divides,’ Annan tells Asia-Pacific ministers

*
UN panel to examine effect of drugs on family, street-level crime and violence

*
Airlines report smaller financial loses in 2002 – UN aviation agency

*
Musician Bob Geldof visits Ethiopia on new UN-facilitated mercy mission

*
UN environment agency announces 2003 awards

*
UN agency partners local city-twinning efforts to fight hunger

*
Civil society key to helping promote development goals, UN official says

*
Annan mourns international staff killed in plane crash after serving in Afghanistan

*
Afghanistan: armed escort accompanies UN mission from Kandahar to camps

* * * * 

Iraq: Secretary-General

27 May – Secretary-General Kofi Annan and his newly appointed Special Representative for Iraq, Sergio Vieira de Mello, both stressed today that the top priority for the United Nations in the war-shattered country would be to work with the Iraqi people in establishing a sovereign state with full respect for human rights.

Mr. Annan said Mr. Vieira de Mello, who will be taking a four-month leave of absence from his current post as UN High Commissioner for Human Rights to serve in Iraq, was ideally suited to carry out the functions ascribed to the Special Representative by the Security Council resolution on the UN’s role in the country’s reconstruction adopted last week.

“The Council has called on the United Nations to assist the Iraqi people, in coordination with the Authority, in a wide range of areas, including humanitarian relief, reconstruction, infrastructure rehabilitation, legal and judicial reforms, human rights and return of refugees, and also to assist with civilian police,” Mr. Annan told a news conference at which he introduced Mr. Vieira de Mello as his envoy.

Mr. Annan said it had been difficult for him to take Mr. Vieira de Mello away from his human rights job, even on a temporary basis, “particularly as human rights has been on top of my own agenda and it is absolutely important to this organization.

“It was not an easy decision but it also reflects the important challenge that we need to take on,” he added.

In his own comments to the press, Mr. Vieira de Mello also stressed human rights and Iraqi sovereignty. “The people of Iraq, as we know only too well, have suffered and have suffered enough. It is time that we all – the Iraqis first, the coalition authority and the United Nations – come together to ensure that this suffering comes to an end and that the Iraqi people take their destiny into their own hands as the Security Council resolution calls for as quickly as possible,” he said.

“I consider the development of a culture of human rights in Iraq as fundamental to stability and to peace in that country,” he added. Respect for human rights “is the only solid foundation for durable peace and for development,” he said, and he especially stressed women’s rights and “their full participation in the consultative processes, not least the political one, that lie ahead.”

Mr. Vieira de Mello, a 55-year-old Brazilian who has spent 30 years at the UN working in some of the most sensitive post-conflict spots like Kosovo, the former Yugoslavia, Rwanda and East Timor, “has an exceptional and unique experience in running these operations and is also known as a good team builder and a consensus-builder,” the Secretary-General said.

“I think he is someone who will hit the ground running,” he added.

In a letter to the President of the UN General Assembly, released today at UN Headquarters in New York, the Secretary-General said he was taking the “unusual step” of appointing Mr. Vieira de Mello for the short-term assignment in Iraq, “in view of his unique experience in serving the United Nations in post-conflict situations in the past.”

Replying to questions, Mr. Vieira de Mello said he planned to arrive in Baghdad by next Monday and his first priority would be to make contact with Iraqi society, representatives of the media, of civil society. “There are many Iraqi societies which in their richness have been suppressed brutally for the last 24 years. But they are there, they are there or are returning as we speak and they are my priority,” he added.

He said his second priority would be to establish good working relations with the United States-run provisional governing Authority there. His third would be to visit all the provinces “because Iraq is not limited to Baghdad and I think it is important that I pay attention to what Iraqis in all regions and provinces actually feel and aspire in terms of their future,” he said.

Mr. Vieira de Mello’s appointment follows the Security Council’s adoption last week of a resolution that includes among the Special Representative’s duties “working intensively with the Authority (the United States and its partners), the people of Iraq, and others concerned to advance efforts to restore and establish national and local institutions for representative governance, including by working together to facilitate a process leading to an internationally recognized, representative government of Iraq.”

* * *

Iraq: humanitarian

27 May – In an effort to step up relief operations in Iraq despite the ongoing lack of security resulting from random looting, shooting and robberies, the United Nations top relief official in the country today organized the first meeting of the national working group on protection.

The group put together by the Humanitarian Coordinator for Iraq, Ramiro Lopes da Silva, involves the UN, with two human rights advisors as well as various non-governmental organizations, including Save the Children and Human Rights Watch.

In another humanitarian operation, this time in Modena, Italy, renowned Italian tenor Luciano Pavarotti was performing his annual “Pavarotti and Friends” concert tonight to raise money to assist the return and reintegration of Iraqi refugees.

Mr. Pavarotti was focusing specifically on the most vulnerable 20,000 of the more than 200,000 Iraqi refugees in Iran. The UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), Ruud Lubbers, was scheduled to attend the concert, featuring artists like Bono, Queen, Liza Minnelli, Eric Clapton, Ricky Martin, Lionel Richie, Deep Purple, Zucchero, Andrea Boccelli and Laura Pausini.

This is the tenth annual “Pavarotti and Friends” concert, and the third to benefit UNHCR’s refugee assistance projects. Last year’s performance raised more than €2 million (euros) for projects to aid Angolan refugees returning to their shattered homeland.

* * *
Iraq: humanitarian

26 May – The United Nations has reported that rising violent crime and other security concerns are still hampering the international relief effort in Iraq. 

“Security continues to be a concern for humanitarian operations,” Veronique Taveau, the spokesperson for the UN Humanitarian Coordinator, told the press in Baghdad on Sunday. “The incidence of ‘drive-by’ shootings, rocket-propelled grenade attacks and violent crime is increasing in Baghdad.” 

The insecurity is being fuelled by the black market, where AK-47 assault rifles cost about $50 each. 

In an effort to help stabilize the situation in Iraq, where unemployment remains high while public services have collapsed, the UN Development Programme (UNDP) has launched a programme aimed at providing jobs for some 250,000 people. “UNDP plans for an exponential increase of these urgently needed activities, subject to the availability of funds,” Ms. Taveau said. 

Meanwhile, the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF), is working to address Iraq’s high rate of malnutrition, estimated to have nearly doubled among the young, from 4 per cent before the war to 7.7 per cent now. “Children who are acutely malnourished are literally wasting away and for severe cases, their condition can be fatal,” said agency spokesman Geoffrey Keele. 

Prior to the outbreak of conflict, UNICEF was supporting a network of care centres where malnourished children could receive treatment. “Unfortunately, this system collapsed with the onset of the fighting,” Mr. Keele said. “UNICEF is now working hard to re-establish the entire network in order to reach all children suffering from malnutrition.” 

Some success has already been achieved in Umm Qasr and in Baghdad, he added. 

Complementing these efforts, the World Food Programme (WFP) is planning to disburse food throughout Iraq starting on 1 June. “This is the first nationwide public distribution since before the war,” noted WFP spokesperson Antonia Paradela. At the same time, she added, “a mix of food commodities, including wheat flour, bulk wheat, lentils, vegetable oil and pulses continues to be brought into Iraq” to supplement local harvests.

* * *

Iraq: humanitarian

26 May – The United Nations World Health Organization (WHO) today reported that it is working to distribute life-saving drugs throughout Iraq despite a cluster of difficulties. 

“The distribution system has not functioned since the recent conflict began, due to a number of obvious limitations on transport, coordination and communications,” the agency cautioned, noting that parts of Baghdad and other areas “are running short of medicines despite the fact that some of these medicines are available in nearby warehouses.” 

Following discussions with the United States-run Office of Reconstruction and Humanitarian Affairs, agreement has been reached on several issues considered essential to tackle the problem, including security, full inventories, better organization of the warehouses, and a system for planning the allocation of drugs. 

As part of its efforts, WHO has furnished computers and related equipment to a central warehouse in a bid to restart the system for managing drug supplies and deliveries. The agency also plans to provide incentives to workers, funds for transportation, and further assistance to manage the information database. 

“Establishing a full inventory of all stocks in this and other warehouses is the next urgent task,” WHO warned. With requests for medicines already coming in, the agency voiced hope that deliveries will resume towards the end of this week.

* * * 

Middle East: Secretary-General

27 May – Secretary-General Kofi Annan today welcomed the decision taken by the Israeli Government to accept the Road Map, and underscored the commitment of the United Nations, along with the other Quartet partners – the European Union, Russian Federation and United States – to helping both sides achieve the plan’s vision of two states within three years.

“He expects the parties to embark swiftly on implementing the Road Map by taking parallel and reciprocal steps in the security, humanitarian, economic and political fields,” said a statement issued in New York by a spokesman for Mr. Annan. “The Secretary-General reiterates his firmly held belief that only such steps can put an end to terror and violence, provide security and peace, and fulfil the vision of two states living side by side: a secure and prosperous Israel and a viable, democratic and sovereign Palestine.”

The statement added: “The Secretary-General underscores the commitment of the United Nations along with the other Quartet partners to helping the Israelis and Palestinians to proceed along the road of peace and reconciliation as operationalized through the Road Map.”

Meanwhile earlier Tuesday, the UN Special Coordinator for the Middle East Peace Process, Terje Roed-Larsen, who has been in Beirut for the last two days and had met with Lebanese President Emile Lahoud, said the Road Map is a more radical and far-reaching document than any previous peace plan in the Middle East.

“I think all these elements…are good reasons to have hope that we will have a peace process back on track again and also that it is more realistic now than in a very long time that we will achieve these goals of a lasting and comprehensive peace in the Middle East,” Mr. Roed-Larsen told reporters after the meeting.

* * *

DR of Congo

27 May – A deadly firefight between rival armed militia erupted in Bunia – the main city of the embattled Ituri district in north-eastern Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) – once again leaving a trail of dead and wounded, according to a United Nations spokesman in New York.

The renewed fighting erupted yesterday afternoon between the Union of Congolese Patriots (UPC) and the Ituri Patriotic Resistance Front, with at least two dead, and five wounded, spokesman Fred Eckhard said at a press briefing. He added that military observers from the UN Organization Mission in the DRC (MONUC) continue to patrol in Bunia.

“The UPC released a statement on the radio this morning, asking all internally displaced persons currently seeking shelter with the UN mission to return to their homes,” Mr. Eckhard said. “If they did not, the UPC has threatened to forcibly remove them from the UN premises.” Thousands of people have sought refuge inside the local UN compound, at the airport and in the heart of town.

“The UN and its humanitarian partners have strongly condemned the statement, and see any such attempt as a contravention of international law and humanitarian norms,” Mr. Eckhard said.

The hospital in Bunia was attacked on Saturday night. A number of refrigerators storing vaccines and medicines were removed. Only two of the refrigerators have been returned so far, seriously hampering the vaccination efforts of the humanitarian agencies.

Meanwhile, after a visit to Bunia on Sunday, UN Under-Secretary-General for Peacekeeping Operations Jean-Marie Guéhenno met yesterday in Kampala with Ugandan President Yoweri Museveni, who pledged to extend cooperation to MONUC in bringing an end to fighting in Bunia.

The UN Deputy Emergency Relief Coordinator, Caroline McAskie, was also in Bunia on Sunday to review the humanitarian situation there.

* * *

Burundi

27 May – The members of the United Nations Security Council today welcomed the positive steps recently underway to advance the peace process in Burundi and further encouraged the political actors and armed groups there to opt for dialogue and to eschew violence.

In a statement to the press following the 15-nation body’s consultations on Burundi, the Council’s President, Ambassador Munir Akram of Pakistan, said members welcomed “positive developments” in Burundi and supported the proposed Regional Summit. They urged all Burundian parties to cooperate fully with the region and the Facilitation with a view to reaching agreement on all outstanding issues.

“Council members urge Agathon Rwasa’s Forces Nationales de Libération (FNL) to cease hostilities, to join immediately the peace process and to start negotiations with the transitional government,” Ambassador Akram said.

Council members also welcomed the deployment of the African Mission in Burundi, and appealed to donor countries to make resources available for its deployment and future support. That Mission is the first such peacekeeping initiative deployed under the auspices of the African Union (AU).

Ambassador Akram said Council members supported the round-table conference planned for next month to mobilize financial resources for Burundi, and urged donors to respond generously, adding that they also commended the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank for their timely decision to release the second tranche of their respective post-conflict programmes for Burundi.

“[They] also recognize the work done by the United Nations Office in Burundi in the framework of the peace process in that country,” the Council President said.

* * *

Western Sahara

27 May – In order to give the Security Council time to consider the best way forward on a plan to resolve the situation in Western Sahara, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today proposed a two-month extension, until 31 July, for the UN mission responsible for organizing a referendum in the territory.

In his latest report to the Council on the UN Mission for the Referendum in Western Sahara (MINURSO), the Secretary-General proposes a new settlement option, which he recommends that the 15-member body approve. The peace plan was developed by his Personal Envoy James Baker.

Mr. Annan says the plan – which combines elements of the draft framework agreement and agreed elements of the settlement plan – “is fair and balanced and, following a transitional period of self-government, offers the bona fide residents of Western Sahara an opportunity to determine their future for themselves.”

The draft framework favoured by Morocco, the territory’s administering power, would confer on the population of Western Sahara the right to elect their own executive and legislative bodies and have exclusive competence over local governmental administration. Within five years, a referendum on the final status of the territory would be held. The long-proposed settlement plan, favoured by Algeria and the Frente Popular para la Liberación de Saguía el-Hamra y del Río de Oro (POLISARIO Front), calls for a referendum to allow the people of the Territory to choose between independence or integration with Morocco.

The new peace plan – representing something of a “compromise,” Mr. Annan writes – provides each side some, but not all, of what it wants. It envisages a period of transition during which there would be a division of responsibilities between the parties before the holding of a referendum for self-determination. “And unlike the settlement plan,” he adds, “the peace plan does not require the consent of both parties at each and every step of its implementation.”

“After more than 11 years and an amount of assessed contributions close to $500 million, it should be acknowledged that the Security Council is not going to solve the problem of Western Sahara without asking that one or both of the parties do something they are not otherwise prepared to do,” the Secretary-General writes.

The Council is set to discuss the report Wednesday afternoon.

* * *

Central Africa

27 May – With a primary goal of emphasizing that all parties in the wider Great Lakes region continue pressing for peace – particularly in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) – the United Nations Security Council today released details of its upcoming mission to the region.

A letter from the Council's President, Ambassador Munir Akram of Pakistan, issued at UN Headquarters in New York today informs Secretary-General Kofi Annan of the 15-nation body's decision to send a mission to the DRC and Burundi from 7 to 16 June. The full Council membership, led by Ambassador Jean-Marc de La Sablière of France, will participate in the delegation.

Attached to the letter are the team's terms of reference, which include overall regional as well as specific objectives for the countries to be visited. Among other things, the mission will aim to emphasize the need to take the peace process forward and to stress the willingness of the Council, as well as of the wider international community, to support peace efforts throughout the region.

With that in mind, the Council plans to specifically invite Congolese parties to “work resolutely to implement their commitments within the framework of the Congolese dialogue.” It will clearly remind the Congolese parties and the country’s neighbours of their obligations, as well as the Council’s expectations, chiefly ending all hostilities, respect for human rights and welfare of civilian populations, withdrawal of foreign forces, no interference and cessation of the plundering of natural resources.

The mission is also expected to stress to the Congolese parties and to States in the area the value of making progress towards convening the proposed international conference on peace, security, democracy and development in the Great Lakes region. Based on the Secretary-General’s report on adjusting the concept of the UN Organization Mission in the DRC (MONUC), the Council will focus on MONUC’s role in demobilization and mutual security activities, as well as explore possible areas it might further support the country’s transition.

In Burundi, the mission will express the Council’s support for the second phase of the transition and the new President, the regional mediators and African peacekeeping mission, as well as the Implementation Monitoring Committee and the Joint Ceasefire Commission. With all political parties and armed groups, the mission will stress that merely signing peace agreements is not enough – there is now a need to work with the new President and the transitional government to implement them.

* * *

Côte d’Ivoire

27 May – Two United Nations agencies are working to alleviate human suffering in Côte d’Ivoire, as food security deteriorates in the conflict-torn country, exacerbated by the new influx of Liberian refugees.

The UN World Food Programme (WFP) today appealed for $16 million from the international community to deliver food assistance to 500,000 people in Côte d’Ivoire for a period of eight months. These include internally displaced persons, refugees from Liberia and families hosting them, WFP said.

“Hundreds of thousands of people are already confronting food shortages caused by civil unrest over the last few months,” WFP Regional Coordinator Gemmo Lodesani said. “As armed incursions continue in Liberia and western Côte d’Ivoire, more people are being displaced, trapped and cut-off from sources of income and food.”

Mr. Lodesani warned that if people were not helped to start a normal life, Côte d’Ivoire would soon fall back into chaos and conflict. “We have to move quickly and rebuild people’s lives, if the hope of peace is to be fulfilled,” he stated.

Over the weekend the number of new Liberian refugees totalled 15,000 following the rebel takeover of Mariland County just over a week ago, said the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). The agency is providing shelter and emergency assistance to large numbers of people who continue to pour into the southwest of Côte d’Ivoire.

“Most of the other arrivals have made their way into rural villages where they are believed to be integrating with the local population,” UNHCR spokesperson Kris Janowski said today in Geneva. “The new arrivals consist of Liberians, Ivorian returnees unable to return to their place of origin, and so-called third country nationals – West Africans who had been living in Côte d’Ivoire and had initially fled to Liberia in the wake of the Ivorian conflict.”

Mr. Janowski said UNHCR is distributing hundreds of mats, blankets, plastic sheeting, soap and jerry cans to the village chiefs at the major crossing points in appreciation of their willingness to accept refugees. 

The West African region is already swirling with hundreds of thousands of refugees from earlier wars in Guinea, Liberia and Sierra Leone, where some 850,000 people depend on UN food rations for their survival.

* * *

Angola

27 May – Angolan refugees in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) are moving a step closer to their homeland, as the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) has begun registering and signing them up for a voluntary repatriation exercise set to begin next month. 

In collaboration with the DRC Government, UNHCR said yesterday it is tallying the total refugee population, making lists of those who want to go home over the next two years, and issuing identity cards to those who wish to remain for now. 

“This is important not only for the Angolan refugees who want to go home, it is also for better protection for those who remain,” said UNHCR Registration Officer Yvan Serge Kragbe, who is leading the exercise. “If they have ID cards, the police and everyone know they are refugees, and sometimes the ID card allows them to work because it’s like a residence permit, it confirms their legal status.”


UNHCR said the registration exercise, which kicked-off in two refugee camps – Nkondo and Kilueka – in the eastern province of Bas Congo, would extend to camps in the Katanga province, followed by the capital, Kinshasa, and other towns and villages.

While the majority of the refugees are looking forward to the possibility of going back home after 27 years, some have qualms about being on the first convoy back to Angola.


“If UNHCR is disposed to take us home in an orderly manner, we want to go home,” said Handa, adding, “I don’t know the reality of my village so I don’t know whether it will be easy or hard to go home. But I don’t think it will be easy.”


Workers at Kilueka refugee camp are making preparations for the movement of large numbers of refugees, UNHCR said. The reception centre that welcomed the refugees when they arrived at this camp in 1999 is being rehabilitated to serve as a departure hall. 

Under a tripartite agreement signed between the DRC, Angola and UNHCR last December, the voluntary repatriation of some of the 170,000 Angolan refugees in the DRC is to begin on 20 June and run for two years. Up until last year, an estimated 450,000 Angolan refugees lived in countries bordering Angola, with another 50,000 scattered across the world. Some 130,000 of them have returned since the civil war ended in April last year.

* * *

Algeria

27 May – The United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) has launched an emergency appeal to donors for relief supplies for victims of the massive earthquake that struck Algeria last week, killing more than 2,000 people and injuring 9,000 others.

UNICEF already sent a first consignment of emergency supplies on Saturday. The 15-ton consignment, valued at $120,000, included four emergency health kits, five field hospital tents, obstetric kits, recreation kits and baby blankets, covering basic emergency medical needs for a population of 40,000 for three months.

“This was only a first reaction. We do believe that the children of the area will require further support for weeks, maybe months,” said the UNICEF Representative in Algeria, Kiari Liman-Tinguiri.

The flash appeal for $240,000 will fund the procurement of additional supplies to tackle existing needs, including family and infant hygiene kits, oral rehydration salts, first-aid kits, water purification units and chemicals, water storage equipment, additional recreation kits and sport items for children.

“There is an overwhelming need for temporary shelter for families whose homes have been destroyed and for those unable to return to their homes,” Mr. Liman-Tinguiri said. “Lack of alternative accommodation or tents has forced most of the affected population to stay outside their homes in makeshift tents, while hundred of families simply sleep outside.”

Health services have been severely affected as infrastructure and equipment was damaged or destroyed. In Thenia, the city hospital was hard hit by the quake – 80 per cent of the hospital wards have been destroyed or are unusable, including the emergency ward and other key wards such as the surgery block, the maternity and paediatric wards.

Another serious problem is the damage to water and sanitation networks, as well as limited electricity provision.

* * *

SARS

27 May – The 192 Member States of the United Nations World Health Organization (WHO) unanimously approved a resolution today calling for the full support of all countries to control the Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) and other emerging and re-emerging infectious diseases.

In the resolution and in the debate that preceded its adoption, SARS was clearly recognized by the World Health Assembly (WHA) – the WHO’s annual meeting – as a serious threat to the stability and growth of economies, the livelihood of populations, and the functioning of health systems as well as a cause of great human suffering.

The resolution, which, according to WHO, recognizes SARS as the first severe infectious disease to emerge in the twenty-first century, also urges countries to promptly and transparently provide requested information to the UN agency. Countries are further asked to request its support when control measures are ineffective in halting the spread of disease.

The Assembly also considered a report on the emergence and spread of SARS and on the international response to date. Lessons learned in the ongoing response to SARS were considered relevant to improved preparedness for the next new disease, the next influenza pandemic, and a possible act of bio-terrorism, WHO said.

The resolution acknowledges the need for WHO to continue updating the list of areas with recent local transmission of SARS, but to do so in a way that minimizes socio-economic consequences.

As of today, a cumulative total of 8,221 probable SARS cases with 735 deaths have been reported from 28 countries.

* * *

SARS

27 May – The United Nations health agency has put Toronto, Canada, back on the list of areas with recent local transmission of Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) following new reported clusters of 26 suspect and eight probable cases of the deadly disease linked to four area hospitals.

The announcement yesterday by the World Health Organization (WHO) did not include a new recommendation for travel restrictions to Toronto. The agency had removed the city from the local transmission list on 14 May after 20 days had passed since the last isolation of a locally acquired case of SARS. It had also lifted its advisory against non-essential travel to Toronto after an improved outlook there on 30 April.

Canada has a cumulative case record of 148 suspected infections with 26 deaths. Worldwide, SARS has infected 8,202 with 725 deaths as of Monday.

Although results of laboratory and epidemiological investigations are pending, sufficient information is available to determine that the index, or first, case in the present outbreak has transmitted infection to others in more than one generation of local transmission, WHO said. Toronto is therefore classified as having “pattern B” transmission. This is defined as more than one generation of local probable SARS cases.

Inclusion of countries and areas in this list does not mean that WHO recommends travel restrictions to the country or area, and the agency said it was not at present recommending any restrictions on travel to Toronto.

Local transmission of SARS is of greatest concern, in terms of risks to both local populations and international travellers, when a new case cannot be traced back to contact with another case, or turns out to have been a contact of a case but was not placed in isolation. Both situations increase opportunities for local spread to others.

* * *

Rwanda

27 May – The United Nations International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR) has handed down its first war crimes conviction, and also announced it had become the first court of its kind to receive a prestigious award for its vital contribution to the cause of human rights.

On Monday, the Tribunal’s Appeals Chamber upheld a sentence of life imprisonment against George Rutaganda, a key player in Rwanda’s 1994 genocide. At the same time, the court handed down its first conviction for war crimes.

At the time of the massacres, Mr. Rutaganda, 45, was a businessman and political leader in charge of the Interahamwe militia group that largely carried out the killings of hundreds of thousands of Tutsis and moderate Hutus.

He was sentenced by the ICTR on 6 December 1999 after he was found guilty on three counts of genocide, extermination as a crime against humanity and murder as a crime against humanity. Those charges stemmed from his participation in and orchestration of an attack against thousands of people who had sought refuge in a technical college in Kigali, “throwing grenades, shooting and killing the refugees with machetes and cudgels,” according to the Tribunal.

Judge Theodor Meron, who presided over the Appeals Chamber, confirmed that the first two convictions had been upheld but that Mr. Rutaganda had been acquitted of murder as a crime against humanity after finding “inconsistencies” in witnesses’ evidence.

However, the court entered two new convictions for murder as a violation of Article 3 of the Geneva Conventions after ruling that the Trial Chamber had wrongly acquitted Mr. Rutaganda of war crimes relating to the killing of Tutsi refugees, the first time the Tribunal had convicted a defendant of a war crime.

Meanwhile, the ICTR has become the first organization of its kind to receive the Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung Human Rights Award. The award, which recognizes a significant contribution to human rights, was conferred in acknowledgement of the ICTR’s unwavering support for the due process of law, and its contribution to the goal of national reconciliation following the Rwandan genocide. 

At the awards ceremony in Berlin last Tuesday, the ICTR President, Judge Navenethem Pillay, stressed that the tribunal “is an important part of a new and desperately needed ray of hope for recognition of international law in the terrain of lawlessness that has plagued our history and threatens to plague our future. The ICTR is the standard bearer of international norms of conduct and must serve with credibility as a neutral adjudicator unbending to political consideration.”

* * *

Sierra Leone

27 May – The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) is providing insecticide-treated plastic sheeting to two refugee camps in southern Sierra Leone in a bid to fight malaria among refugees in West Africa. 

More than 16,000 refugees in Largo and Tobanda camps are, on a voluntary basis, using the new sheeting designed to provide shelter as well as protection from malaria and other vector-borne diseases, UNHCR said yesterday. 

Participating families are given six pieces of plastic sheeting each, which they put up inside their shelters. Families in one section of the camps receive insecticide-treated sheeting, while others receive normal ones. Over the next six to 12 months, all participating refugees will be examined regularly for signs of malaria or other diseases, and given treatment where necessary, the agency stated. 

“Prevention is much better than cure,” said Olivier Siegenthaler, a technical expert at UNHCR. “This evaluation is really innovative, and we hope in six months’ time to have some results that will allow us to test the efficiency of the project. However, it requires a lot of effort to monitor and is quite expensive.”

Malaria is a leading public health problem in Sierra Leone, accounting for 48 per cent of the country’s total out-patient numbers, according to UNHCR. Among the high-risk group are refugees living in temporary camps, especially pregnant women because malaria can cause miscarriages, low birth-weight babies and maternal anaemia. The disease is also one of the major causes of death among children.

The project, co-funded by the European Commission’s Humanitarian Aid Office, started in March and is now under way in Kenema district’s Largo camp and Bo district’s Tobanda camp. After this period, UNHCR will assess whether the new insecticide-treated plastic sheeting is successful in controlling malaria and if it can be used in other refugee camps.

Some 54,000 refugees currently live in Sierra Leone’s eight camps. UNHCR said the mass movement of people in this volatile region could exacerbate the spread of malaria as Anopheles mosquitoes bite infected people and transmit the disease by biting non-infected people. Insecticide-treated plastic sheeting is more practical in such emergency situations as it requires less time to deploy compared to materials that are manually sprayed with insecticide. 

* * *

Information technology

27 May – The remarkable information technology advances have created vast new opportunities, yet they have also generated “new divides” between rich and poor, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan said today in a message to ministers meeting in Bangkok, to discuss challenges facing the broadcasting industry in Asia and the Pacific.

“All the countries in the Asia and Pacific region are experiencing the effects of globalization and ‘digitalization,’ raising new and compelling issues,” Mr. Annan said in a statement delivered on his behalf by Shashi Tharoor, Under Secretary-General for Communications and Public Information.

“This troubling paradox prompted world leaders, in the Millennium Declaration they adopted at the Millennium Summit in 2000, to commit themselves to ensuring that the media are free to perform their essential role, that the public have access to information, and that the benefits of the new information and communications technologies are available to all people,” Mr. Annan said.

“Such goals are only as good as the efforts to put them into practice. This forum is well-timed, and its participants well-placed, to promote real progress at both the regional and global levels,” he said of the two-day, “Information and Broadcasting in Asia and the Pacific,” conference, which started today.

Mr. Annan said a shared regional agenda for action can emerge through vigorously debating pressing concerns, including how to best respond to the growing commercialization of the media and the accelerated concentration of media ownership, enhance the role of public service broadcasting and preserve cultural while promoting pluralism of content.

He said the Minister’s efforts could also influence debate at the global level in advance of the World Summit on the Information Society, which will be held in two parts – in Geneva in December, and then in Tunis in 2005. 

The Summit – bringing together political leaders and leaders from the private sector, civil society and media organizations – offers a unique opportunity to shape the future of the technology revolution so that it serves and empowers all people, Mr. Annan added. 

“Let us sustain this cooperation so that your conference, and the approaching Summit, can both succeed in bringing real, positive change into people’s lives,” the Secretary-General said.

* * *

Narcotics board

27 May – The affect of drugs on crime and violence at the family and street-level will be the focus of a United Nations panel during its current session, already underway in Vienna.

The International Narcotics Control Board (INCB), which monitors worldwide drug abuse and trafficking, opened its 77th session yesterday and is also expected to examine the affect of drugs on crime and violence in its 2003 annual report.

During its current session, set to run through 6 June, the Board is also scheduled to review the results of missions to Algeria, Cambodia, Colombia, Czech Republic, Fiji, India, Laos, Mali, Panama, Papua New Guinea, Poland and Viet Nam. The missions themselves were undertaken to obtain first-hand information on the national drug control situation and on the implementation of the international drug control treaties in those countries.

The Board will also review the extent to which governments in El Salvador, Ireland, Paraguay, Russian Federation and Senegal have implemented recommendations made to them pursuant to missions undertaken by the experts during 2000.

The INCB is an independent body established by the 1961 Single Convention on Narcotic Drugs to monitor Governments’ compliance with the international drug control treaties. Its 13 members are elected by the UN Economic and Social Council to serve in their individual capacities for a term of five years.

* * *

Ethiopia

27 May – With Ethiopia facing an even more complex humanitarian crisis, musician and activist Bob Geldof returned today to the drought-stricken country on a new mercy mission, facilitated by the United Nations, for the first time since his landmark visit 20 years ago launched a world-wide campaign to save the East African nation from famine.

“What we have here is a much more complex emergency than the drought crisis of 20 years ago,” said Bjorn Ljungqvuist, the UN Children’s Fund’s (UNICEF) Representative in Ethiopia. “This time it is compounded by HIV/AIDS, which has weakened medical systems and coping ability at the family level. UNICEF is grateful for Bob Geldof’s visit right now because it will help draw global attention to the new mix of challenges we must overcome to build a more peaceful, stable world – a world that is truly fit for children.”

Ethiopia is in the midst of a severe humanitarian emergency threatening some 14 million people, most of them children. Drought, flood, malnutrition, disease among children and HIV/AIDS are all part of the complex crisis. Ethiopia is also one of the five poorest countries in the world, with an estimated gross national income of just $100 a year per person.

During his five-day visit, which began in the capital of Addis Ababa, Mr. Geldof will see first-hand the challenges facing the country. The visit will enable him to witness the current humanitarian crisis and explore the longer-term development challenges that are compounded by debt and trade disadvantages. He will visit UNICEF relief projects for children, speak with government officials and members of the diplomatic community, and meet with other key humanitarian players.

One out of two children in Ethiopia suffers from chronic stunting, and many children die from preventable diseases, according to UNICEF. The visit will include stops at UNICEF-supported therapeutic feeding centres in the south of the country and water projects and AIDS counselling centres for youth, where he will meet with the young Ethiopians at the forefront of tackling HIV.

* * *

Civil aviation

27 May – Despite falling demand and increased security costs for the airline industry last year, countries showed a small improvement in combined operating losses, according to preliminary estimates released by the United Nations civil aviation agency.

The International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO) said scheduled airlines of its188 Member States experienced a combined operating loss of 2.3 per cent on revenues in 2002 – a small improvement compared to a loss of 3.8 per cent recorded the previous year.

Operating revenues for the same period are tentatively estimated at $312.5 billion, up 1.6 per cent over the previous year, while operating expenses are estimated at $319.8 billion, a marginal increase of 0.2 per cent.

These gains, according to ICAO, were achieved in the first complete year of falling demand and increased security and insurance costs for airlines following the 11 September 2001 terrorist attacks in New York.

The period covered was, however, prior to the full impact of subsequent armed conflict in Iraq, ongoing terrorist threats and Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS), which have combined to have an unprecedented negative effect on the air transport industry, ICAO added.

The agency also noted considerable variations in regional results. “It is estimated that the airlines of the Asia-Pacific, Europe, Middle East and Africa regions achieved a small positive aggregate operating result, while airlines in the Latin America-Caribbean and North America regions showed both operating losses and the most significant declines in revenue yields,” it said.

* * *
UNEP

27 May – A Briton who championed the cause of the great apes and the rhino before dying in an air crash, an Indian whose eco-friendly toilet is transforming the health and lives of the urban poor, and a Lebanese journalist who has almost single-handedly brought crucial environmental issues to the attention of the Arab world are among this year’s winners of the prestigious United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) Global 500 Award.

They are joined by an individual from Niger whose company is delivering “sustainable development in action” by using gum arabic to boost farmers’ incomes while rehabilitating West African dry lands, and a litter-busting brigade of Nepalese women who have transformed waste management in the Himalayan mountain kingdom.

A team of Bangladeshi lawyers who are bringing environmental and social justice to their country; a Frenchman who, over half a century ago, recognized and pressed for the need for national parks; and a children’s group, which helped cut water wastage among communities in the Algerian Sahara, complete the list of this year’s winners.

UNEP Executive Director Klaus Toepfer is scheduled to present the awards during World Environment Day (WED) celebrations on 5 June in Beirut.

The laureates include Serge M. Antoine of France, who played a major role in the creation of the Ministry of Environment; the Bangladesh Environmental Lawyers Association (BELA), considered a pioneer in public interest environmental litigation; and Annelisa Kilbourn of the United Kingdom, who worked 16-hour days seven days a week to save the great apes, the elephant and the rhino before dying in a plane crash in Gabon last November while working on research into the Ebola virus and western lowland gorillas.

Among the other winners are Bindeshwar Pathak of India, who developed the technology of a twin-pit, pour-flush toilet known as Sulabh Shauchalaya, of which 1 million have been constructed in a country where 700 million people and 120 million households have no toilets; Najib Saab of Lebanon, who launched Al-Bia Wal-Tanmia (Environment and Development) magazine, which has triggered an unprecedented environmental public awareness campaign in the Middle East; Boureima Wankoye of Niger, President of Achats Service International (ASI), which introduced the mass plantation of gum arabic in the dry lands of Niger for export to Europe, helping to rehabilitate degraded land and providing a profitable, income-generating activity for its inhabitants; and the Women Environment Preservation Committee (WEPCO) of Nepal, which collects and manages garbage from more than 3,000 households from Lalitpur, proving that using the three “Rs” principle (reduce, reuse and recycle) at community level can control waste pollution problems in an urban municipality.
* * *

FAO

27 May – Underlining the importance of “glocalization” or decentralized cooperation, the head of the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) has said that development cooperation between rich and poor cities can, and must be, a central element in the fight against hunger.

“Being closer to citizens’ needs and concerns, local authorities are able to blend institutional authority with people’s solidarity and can be an effective vehicle for international cooperation,” FAO Director-General Jacques Diouf told the second Glocalization Conference in Rome yesterday. 

“Local authorities that wish to join in the global quest for food security for all will find in FAO a committed partner,” he said.

Mr. Diouf presented an example of triangular partnership between the City of Rome, the City of Kigali in Rwanda, and FAO: The Rome-Kigali Model.

The Government of Italy and FAO have recently signed an agreement for decentralized cooperation aimed at improving the lives of rural communities in a number of developing countries. A joint FAO-City of Rome Municipality team travelled to Kigali last February to identify areas for improving food security and local conditions. 

The mission revealed possibilities for participation of Rome’s private sector in efforts to improve existing waste and sanitation facilities in the Rwandan capital, and the City of Rome is likely to work together with the City of Kigali to establish an improved general food market.

A similar programme has been launched between the cities of Montreuil in France and Yelimané in Mali and FAO, with Viet Nam providing low-cost experts under the FAO South-South Cooperation Programme.

* * *
Civil society

27 May – A senior United Nations communications official has urged civil society media organizations to play a key role in helping to promote the aims of the Organization, particularly the set of targets adopted by world leaders at the 2000 UN Millennium Summit to address such global ills as poverty, hunger and HIV/AIDS.

“Our associated [non-governmental organizations (NGOs)] reflect the growing and increasingly well-organized network of civil society organizations providing the UN with the support and energy required for facing the enormous communications challenges before us in crossing the global-local divide,” Shashi Tharoor, Under-Secretary-General for Communications and Public Information, said in a keynote address to the 53rd annual conference of the International Communication Association (ICA) on Sunday in San Diego.

Referring to the set of Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) adopted at that landmark summit, Mr. Tharoor stressed that none of them could be met without the support of ordinary people around the world – the informed publics who sustain the political will of their governments.

“The [UN] Department of Public Information (DPI) works to gain the support of people around the world, by reaching out to the public at large through the media, non-governmental organizations, and other institutions of civil society,” he said. “This growing relationship arguably holds the key to the continued effectiveness of the UN in today’s world.”

To support that notion, Mr. Tharoor announced the creation of an award sponsored by the UN Foundation, which was established by philanthropist Ted Turner, for the best research on the effectiveness and impact of UN public information and communications activities.

“As it attempts to do so, the United Nations provides an indispensable forum to bring states together to tackle the great problems of our time,” Mr. Tharoor stressed, noting that multilateralism has made the world a safer and better place for states and peoples alike.

“We must work together to ensure that people understand the many ways in which the global interest is the national interest; how the individual interests of states are often more effectively pursued in concert with others; and how a rule-based international order will provide each member with greater security and greater prosperity,” he added.

* * *

Afghanistan

26 May – United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today paid tribute to the memory of scores of Spanish and a dozen Ukrainian personnel serving in Afghanistan who perished when their aircraft went down after leaving the mission area. 

“It is with deep regret that the Secretary-General learned today of the tragic death of 62 Spanish troops returning from service with the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) in Afghanistan, and 12 Ukrainian crewmembers, in a plane crash in northwest Turkey,” a spokesman for Mr. Annan said in a statement released in New York. 

The troops were returning “from having served with ISAF in the selfless contribution to the Afghan peace process,” he added. 

Through the statement, the Secretary-General also extended his condolences to the Governments of Spain and Ukraine and to the bereaved families. 

* * *

Afghanistan

25 May – Under new measures tailored to the fluctuating security situation in various parts of Afghanistan, armed escorts today accompanied a United Nations team which set out to visit internally displaced persons (IDPs) in the country. 

“I am happy to tell you this morning at eight o’clock the first road mission since these measures were taken left Kandahar city to go the IDP camp in Zhare Dasht in Kandahar province and to Lashkar Gah in Helmand province,” Manoel de Almeida e Silva, a spokesman for the UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA), told the press in Kabul. 

Personnel from the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and the World Food Programme (WFP) were included on the team, which is slated to return to Kandahar city tonight. 

“The armed escort is being provided by the Department of the Interior,” Mr. de Almeida e Silva explained, adding that the UN would continue to work with the Afghan authorities to identify security requirements for specific areas. 

In another development, UN officials accompanied a delegation which left today for Imam Sahib District in Kunduz to assess the facts surrounding a longstanding land dispute between the Uzbek and Turkmen residents of that area. 

Turkmen have traditionally owned the pastureland and are holders of a legal deed to it dating back 60 years, according to UNAMA. The Uzbeks, who moved there from Kalafgan in Takhar Province 20 years ago, also say they have a legal right to the land based in part on their claim of having paid taxes to local commanders in the area. 

“Tensions are high, as both parties wish to exercise their legal right to remain,” the spokesman said. “Fortunately the matter is being taken forward in a peaceful fashion, and while there is no danger of escalation into conflict at the moment, the situation still needs to be closely monitored and solutions found that are acceptable to both parties.” 

* *** *

__________________________________________________________________________________________

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.

           **Afghanistan Statement

           We issued the following statement attributable to the Spokesman yesterday:

           “It is with deep regret that the Secretary-General learnt of the tragic death of 62 Spanish troops returning from service with the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) in Afghanistan and 12 Ukrainian crewmembers, in a  plane crash in north-west Turkey.  The troops were returning from having served with ISAF in the selfless contribution  to the Afghan peace process.

           “The Secretary-General expresses his heartfelt condolences to the Governments of Spain and Ukraine and the bereaved families.”

           **Iraq

           The Secretary-General wrote the Security Council on Friday to inform them of his intention to appoint Sergio  Vieira de Mello, the current UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, as his Special Representative for Iraq for a period of four months. 

           In a letter sent to the Secretary-General today, the President of the Council said the Council took note of his decision.

           In a separate letter sent on Friday to the President of the General Assembly, the Secretary-General

     announced that he has designated Bertie Ramcharan, the current Deputy High Commissioner, as Officer-in-Charge of  the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights.

           In a short while, at one o’clock, the Secretary-General will come down to this room and officially introduce to  you Mr. de Mello.  They will both answer your questions.  Immediately after the press conference, Mr. de Mello will do  a briefing for the Portuguese-speaking press.  As you know, he is Brazilian.

           Also, the head of the UN Information Centre in London, Ahmed Fawzi, will be going to Baghdad as Mr. de Mello’s spokesman.

           **Iraq – Humanitarian

           On the humanitarian front, renowned Italian tenor Luciano Pavarotti performs his annual "Pavarotti and Friends" concert tonight in Modena, Italy, to raise money to assist the return and reintegration of Iraqi refugees.  He is focusing  specifically on the most vulnerable 20,000 of the more than 200,000 Iraqi refugees in Iran.

           In Baghdad, the UN’s Humanitarian Coordinator, Ramiro Lopes da Silva, organized the first meeting of the  national working group on protection, which involves the UN, including two Human Rights advisers and various NGOs,  including Save the Children and Human Rights Watch.  

           Because of yesterday’s holiday in New York, the regular update from the “oil-for-food” programme will be available tomorrow.

           **Democratic Republic of Congo

           In Bunia in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, renewed fighting erupted yesterday afternoon between the  Union of Congolese Patriots (UPC) and the Ituri Patriotic Resistance Front, with at least five wounded, and two dead.   Military observers from the UN Mission continue to patrol in Bunia town.

           The UPC released a statement on the radio this morning, asking all internally displaced persons currently

     seeking shelter with the UN Mission to return to their homes.  If they did not, the UPC threatened to forcibly remove  them from the UN premises.  The UN and its humanitarian partners have strongly condemned the statement, and see any such attempt as a contravention of international law and humanitarian norms.

           The hospital in Bunia was attacked on Saturday night.  A number of refrigerators storing vaccines and

     medicines were removed.  Two of those refrigerators have been returned so far, but the event seriously hampers the vaccination efforts of the humanitarian agencies.

           The Under-Secretary-General for Peacekeeping Operations, Jean-Marie Guéhenno, after a visit to Bunia on Sunday, met with President Yoweri Museveni of Uganda in Kampala yesterday.  President Museveni pledged to  extend Uganda’s cooperation to the UN Mission in bringing an end to the fighting in Bunia.  The Deputy Emergency  Relief Coordinator, Caroline McAskie, was also in Bunia on Sunday to review the humanitarian situation there, and she will brief you here on her trip tomorrow.

           **Security Council

           The Under-Secretary-General for Political Affairs, Kieran Prendergast, updated the Security Council on the situation in Burundi during closed consultations of the Security Council this morning.

           The most noticeable change since the last briefing on 16 April was that on 30 April, President Pierre Buyoya  handed over power to Domitien Ndayizeye, the new President, who will lead the second phase of the transition.

           A press statement on Burundi is expected to be read by the Council President, Ambassador Munir Akram of Pakistan.

           **Western Sahara

           The Secretary-General’s latest report to the Security Council on the UN Mission in Western Sahara is

     available today.

           In it, he proposes a new option, which he recommends that the Council approve.  The peace plan developed  by his Personal Envoy James Baker is attached to the report as an annex, as are the responses of the parties and the neighbouring countries.

           The plan combines elements of the draft framework agreement and agreed elements of the settlement plan. 

     The Secretary-General goes on to say that “It is fair and balanced and, following a transitional period of

     self-government, offers the bona fide residents of Western Sahara an opportunity to determine their future for

     themselves.”

           The Secretary-General says, “After more than 11 years and an amount of assessed contributions close to

     $500 million, it should be acknowledged that the Security Council is not going to solve the problem of Western Sahara  without asking that one or both of the parties do something they are not otherwise prepared to do.”

           In order to give the Security Council sufficient time to reflect on its decision, the Secretary-General proposes  that the mandate of the mission known as United Nations Mission for the Referendum in Western Sahara (MINURSO) be extended for two more months, until 31 July.

           The report is to be discussed by the Council tomorrow afternoon.

           ** Côte d'Ivoire

           The Office of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees says refugees continued arriving in the south-west part of Côte d'Ivoire over the weekend after fleeing Liberia.  UNHCR says refugees are continuing to cross in significant  numbers at 13 border crossings.  The total number of new arrivals is now well over 15,000.

           Meanwhile, the World Food Programme (WFP) has appealed for $16 million to deliver food assistance in Côte  d’Ivoire.  WFP is appealing to the international community to fund an emergency operation to assist over 500,000  people for a period of eight months.  These include refugees from Liberia, people internally displaced by the fighting in the country, as well as families hosting them.

           **UNICEF Aid to Algeria

           Yesterday, the United Nations Children's Fund launched an emergency flash appeal for $240,000 to assist the victims of the devastating earthquake in Algeria last week.  We have a press release on that.

           **SARS

           The World Health Organization yesterday added Toronto, Canada, to the list of areas with recent local

     transmission of Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome, or SARS, following the report of 26 suspect and eight probable cases linked to four Toronto hospitals.

           There’s a press release on that.

           **Budget

           And finally in budget news today, Romania became the eighty-fourth Member State to pay its 2003 regular

     budget dues in full, and that with a payment of more than $780,000.

           That’s all I have for you.

           Okay, the Secretary-General will be here in about 50 minutes with Sergio Vieira de Mello and they will both  take your questions.

           Thank you very much.

                                              * *** *
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