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UN urges swift postwar Iraq environment probe
  PARIS - The United Nations must be allowed into Iraq right away to assess environmental threats posed by weapons packed with toxic chemicals or depleted uranium, a senior U.N. official said. 

  The health of Iraqis could be at risk from tank-busting shells containing depleted uranium used in the 1991 Gulf War and the war that toppled Iraqi President Saddam Hussein, U.N. Environmental Programme (UNEP) head Klaus Toepfer said. 

  Chemical weapons used in the 1980s Iran-Iraq war may have poisoned farmland, he added. 

  A UNEP report said about 290 tonnes of depleted uranium arms were fired in the 1991 war and an unknown quantity in the war that began on March 20, threatening Iraq's water supply and creating potentially dangerous radioactive dust. 

  Previous UNEP studies have highlighted risk of depleted uranium - a toxic and weakly radioactive substance which can attack the kidneys if ingested or cause lung cancer if inhaled - finding its way into the water supply. 

  "The main signal of this study is that we have to go as soon as possible into the field," Toepfer told a news conference. 

  "There is a field mission ready to go as soon as we have the chance. We recommend a solid assessment," he said, citing the precedent of  previous UNEP weapons-risk studies in the Balkans, Afghanistan and Israeli-occupied Palestinian territory. 

  Toepfer made the call after presenting the 98-page UNEP report on the issue to environment ministers from the Group of Eight countries - the world's traditional economic powers as well as Russia. 

  U.S. RESPONSE 

  UNEP's hopes of entering Iraq depend on the United States, which swiftly seized power in Iraq and has opposed any quick return of the  U.N. arms inspectors whose pre-war work Washington considered ineffective. 

  Christine Todd Whitman, head of the U.S. Environment Protection Agency, did not attend the final joint press conference, saying she had  to catch a plane home. 

  British Environment Secretary Margaret Beckett said London welcomed the UNEP study but declined to comment further as she had only  just seen the document. Britain sent some 40,000 troops to fight in Iraq. 

  Toepfer was keen to stress that the U.N. body, which gets a large share of its funding from the United States, did not have a political  agenda and its main goal was humanitarian. 

  "Our group is absolutely unbiased we are going not with any political topic," he said. The possible dispatch of a UNEP team to Iraq would  be raised at the United Nations during a meeting yesterday in New York. 

  "But our (U.S. and British) colleagues are very, very open towards our work. Needless to say we are trying to do what ever is possible to  try and contact the coalition," Toepfer said. 

  As well as the effects of depleted uranium munitions, experts would study chemical and other hazardous waste, the torching of oil-filled  trenches and the damage to sewage systems in the latest war. 

  UNEP teams would also investigate the impact of chemical weapons used during the Iran-Iraq war of the 1980s which Toepfer said could  have "very severe repercussions for agriculture". 

_________________________________________________________________________________________

VOA

Depleted Uranium May Cause Environmental Hazards in Iraq
Rosanne Skirble
Washington
28 Apr 2003, 15:40 UTC


During the war in Iraq, thousands of rounds of munitions made with depleted uranium have been fired from Abrams battle tanks, Bradley fighting vehicles and A-10 attack aircraft. The highly effective weapon can easily bore through an armored tank. 

Depleted uranium was first used in combat in 1991 during the first Gulf War and again by the United States forces in the Balkans and Afghanistan. The uranium hardens the tips of bullets and artillery shells and greatly improves their ability to penetrate armored targets. 

On impact, depleted uranium, a toxic heavy metal, bursts into flames and is dispersed as a dusty residue in the smoke. It sticks to vehicles and leeches into the soil. It can also be inhaled or ingested from contaminated food or water from anybody nearby. Dan Fahey, a U.S. Navy veteran who has written extensively about the potential health effects of depleted uranium, says in the 1991 Gulf War, most of the shooting took place in sparely populated desert regions. In Iraq, depleted uranium munitions were used in some densely populated areas. 

"That included the strafing runs in downtown Baghdad and tank battles in cities," he said. "And that brings up the need for very rapid assessments of the environment in those areas, to cordon off areas of contamination to protect people from being exposed to depleted uranium that has been left behind." 

Dan Fahey says studies of laboratory animals and human cells, research largely funded by the U.S. Department of Defense, show a high risk of disease with increased exposure to depleted uranium. 

"It has been found that depleted uranium causes cancer. It causes DNA damage. It can cause cell death. It can cause neurological disorders and also reproductive effects," said Mr. Fahey. "And the scientists who have conducted these studies have called for studies to [learn more]." 

Pentagon health official Michael Kilpatrick says that while laboratory animals exposed to depleted uranium have indeed developed tumors, there is no conclusive evidence that humans exposed to the material face a similar health risk. 

"And, in one set of animals these tumors are in fact cancers, but these animals do develop tumors or cancers from other heavy metals also," said Mr. Kilpatrick. "So, these are not unique effects with depleted uranium being the only cause. I think that we need to do these studies, but I think there is a great deal of science that needs to go on before you can say that this in fact can translate into a health effect in a human being." 

One such ongoing study, Dr. Kilpatrick says, focuses on veterans exposed to high concentrations of depleted uranium dust or bits of shrapnel in their bodies from the 1991 Gulf War. 

"The study of some 70 of these individuals that has been conducted at the University of Maryland, Baltimore by Dr. Melissa McDermott, has not shown any medical effects due to their depleted uranium exposure," he explained. "And, this is now some 12 years after that exposure occurred. Those individuals who have fragments of depleted uranium in their body are excreting high levels of depleted uranium in their urine. But their kidneys have adapted and there is no sign of any kidney damage." 

Nor, he said, has there been any sign of birth defects in their children. 

Dan Fahey says the study is too small to produce any significant data. He wants that study expanded and another one begun on veterans of the current conflict. 

"The proper way to address this problem is to do proper health studies and proper environmental studies and to let the scientists do what they need to do to clarify the effects of this issue," he said. "But unfortunately the way it has worked in this country is that despite what the scientists say on this issue, decisions are made at the political level. That has brought about the Pentagon's position that there is nothing to worry about on this issue, because their policies are driven by politics and not by science." 

The Pentagon's Michael Kilpatrick counters that public research on the health effects of depleted uranium continues. And he says any veteran of the 1991 Gulf War with concerns about it can obtain a free analysis of their urine. 

"And some 300 have sent samples in. And, those urines are almost across the board normal. Several [had] high levels, which was probably due to their dietary intake in an area of the country where they live," said Mr. Kilpatrick. "But, if we look at doing other studies, if the uranium level is normal in a person today, Dr. McDermott has said there is no reason to have any concern about their depleted uranium exposure." 

Still, many experts are not convinced. The British Royal Society, Britain's premier scientific institution, has urged that more research be done on depleted uranium contamination. And a report released April 23, 2003 by the United Nations Environment Program called for a detailed scientific assessment of sites that were hit by the fortified weapons. 

The UNEP report says intensive use of DU weapons "has likely caused environmental contamination of as yet unknown levels or consequences" and recommends that guidelines be distributed immediately on how to minimize the risk of accidental exposure. 

In a written statement, UNEP Executive Director Klaus Toepfer said, "Not only do environmental hazards threaten human health and well-being, but they can impede aid operations." 

Pentagon health official Michael Kilpatrick says depleted uranium contamination is not a major health concern of U.S. military officials right now, although he says fragments of depleted uranium penetrators embedded in the ground could pose a threat to soil and water. In post-war Iraq, he says, proper sewage, sanitation and clean water are far more urgent health issues, and should be addressed first. 

_________________________________________________________________________________________
The News (International)

OIC chief calls for speedy US pullout from Iraq

JEDDAH, Saudi Arabia: US-led forces that toppled the regime of President Saddam Hussein must leave Iraq as soon as possible, the secretary general of the Organization of the Islamic Conference (OIC) said Sunday.

"Islamic efforts must unite to defend Iraq's interests and ... insist on the need for the departure of foreign forces from Iraq as soon as possible," Abdulwahed Belkeziz told the opening session of a meeting of senior employees of the 57-nation pan-Islamic body at its headquarters here.

"The Iraqi people must govern themselves ... Iraq's natural resources belong to the Iraqi people alone, who are fully entitled to manage and exploit them according to their interests," he said referring to the country's oil wealth.

Belkeziz said the United Nations should have "the central role in running Iraqi internal and external affairs in the transitional period, as well as a vital role in all arrangements pertaining to the exploitation of its natural resources."

He stressed that OIC member states too should have a major input in "defending the rights of the Iraqi people" and make a significant contribution to the reconstruction of the war-ravaged country.

Belkeziz also expressed the Islamic states' "solidarity" with Syria in the face of what he called "serious US threats and accusations" against Damascus pertaining to its alleged harboring of fleeing officials of Saddam's ousted regime, support for terror groups and pursuit of chemical weapons.

Syria has denied the charges, and US officials have said Secretary of State Colin Powell would visit Damascus during a Middle East tour next week.

UNEP chief hopes for fact-finding mission to Iraq: The head of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) called on Sunday for a fact-finding mission to be swiftly allowed into Iraq to assess that country's worsening environmental crisis after more than two decades of warfare and mismanagement.

UNEP Executive Director Klaus Toepfer made the call after briefing Group of Eight (G8) environment ministers here on problems in Iraq that range from water stress, air pollution from burning oil wells and oil-filled trenches to water and sanitation systems that were near-collapse and mounting piles of rubbish and medical waste.

The problems were sketched last week in a UNEP "desk report" -- a study that is based on known data but not from a trip to the country.

"These are very severe environment problems," Toepfer told a press conference, explaining that they were also a humanitarian issue and a potential threat to health.

He said it was necessary to carry out field research as soon as possible. UNEP investigators could be swiftly sent to Iraq, Toepfer said, adding that his organisation was impartial. Asked whether Britain and the United States would refuse the mission, he said, "I don't have any information that there will be any blocking."

The UNEP desk study said Iraq's environment had been damaged by the Iran-Iraq war in the 1980s, by the 1991 Gulf War and the 2003 conflict, as well as by ecological abuses under Saddam Hussein's regime.

It notably called for "independent scientific investigation" to be carried out at sites hit by US depleted uranium munitions. The Pentagon insists that there is no evidence that dust from these munitions poses any danger to health or the environment.

 _________________________________________________________________________________________
Boston Globe

In ravaged marshes, peace gives hope 

By Marcella Bombardieri, Globe Staff, 4/28/2003 

AL-FREJI, Iraq - Where reeds once grew thick and tall, a mud village stripped of vegetation bakes under the sun. Where the people once fished, hunted birds, and reared cattle, ration cards fill people's bellies. Where once they moved about by boat like rural Venetians, now they must dig wells deep into the ground for water. 

''Before the draining, we lived in the marshes like kings,'' said Abdul-Hussein Suhain al-Freji. ''Now, the birds don't come, there are no fish, and our life is merely suffering.'' With the fall of Saddam Hussein's regime, Suhain dreams of seeing the marshes once again filled with water and teeming with wildlife, rescuing what is left of a 5,000-year-old culture that maintained its way of life through the rise and fall of civilizations and then nearly vanished under a sustained assault from Hussein's government so vicious that activists are lobbying to have it recognized as genocide. 

The Ma'dan people, popularly known as Marsh Arabs, numbered as many as 250,000 before 1991, but dwindled to about 40,000 as Hussein's government waged a campaign of violence, imprisonment, and forced resettlement. At the center of the eradication drive was the destruction of 90 percent of the wetlands, in what the United Nations Environment Program called ''one of the world's greatest environmental disasters.'' 

A vital question about the reconstruction of Iraq is whether it will be possible to restore the marshes and prevent the extinction of the Marsh Arabs. Doing so would be a heroic ecological feat, and also a diplomatic one. Dams of several nations would need to be opened, and many constituencies will take an interest in the vast and untapped oil reserves that lie under this swath of the Fertile Crescent between the Iraqi cities of Basra, Nasiriyah, and Amara. 

''I am gravely concerned that because there is oil in the marshes, if we do not recognize the Marsh Arabs as the fundamental owners of the land, they will be swept out of sight,'' said Baroness Emma Nicholson, a member of the European Parliament and a longtime activist for the Marsh Arabs. 

As shaky as the prospects for rehabilitation now seem, the few remaining Marsh Arabs who huddle near their ancestral land are ecstatic at the fall of Hussein's regime. It is the first good news in many years for a people who trace their roots back to the Babylonians and Sumerians. 

''When the British troops came, each house slaughtered a goat for the sake of God,'' said Saqar Natash Minati, 48. ''Inshallah, we are waiting for a good life after Saddam.'' 

A week ago, a small amount of water mysteriously returned to this northern part of the marshlands close to Amara, turning a barren canal into a shallow lake and sending nearby villagers scrambling for their boats and fishing nets, even though there wasn't a fish in sight. In fact, where creatures from shrimp to pelicans to wild boars once thrived, the only animals living now are domestic sheep and goats. A spokesman for British forces in the area said that the Tigris River rose 1.5 meters in four days. Royal Engineers were trying to identify the reason, looking for a spot near Baghdad where sluice gates have apparently been opened. 

Although there had long been talk of exploiting the marshes for oil, Hussein's war on the Marsh Arabs began in earnest after the 1991 uprising that briefly threatened to topple his government. Like Shi'ites all over Southern Iraq, they participated in the intifadah, but they came in for even worse reprisals than city dwellers because the more than 12,000 square miles of wetlands served as the major hiding place for tens of thousands of army deserters and opposition militiamen. 

In an enormous and expensive engineering feat, the government drained the marshes directly and built dams, dikes, and canals to prevent the waters of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers from flowing in. Much of the water was diverted into an indulgent project known as the Saddam River, literally draining the life out of the marshes, which used to be the Middle East's largest wetlands. 

The attacks came in more conventional forms, too. There was indiscriminate bombing and shelling, bulldozing of houses, mass arrests, and torture. In one village, 2,500 were killed in 1992, according to a report from Human Rights Watch. Throughout the marshes, women and children were killed, along with the cows and chickens. Thousands of Marsh Arabs are counted among Iraq's ''disappeared.''

 It was a continual onslaught. At least 10 times - they lost count - the 1,000 villagers of Freji were forced by helicopter or rifle to pick up from one spot and move. A year ago, the army burned down the entire village, once again. 

In the latest location on the outskirts of the town of Majar al-Kabir, the men of Freji gathered to greet a reporter and photographer in a mud hut that replaced their traditional meeting place, a vaulted dwelling called a mudhaif, constructed entirely of latticed reeds. Before 1991, they were accustomed to visiting foreigners - writers, anthropologists, even tourists - lured by the exoticism of the marshes. But these were the first foreigners they had seen in a dozen years. 

Instead of showing how they constructed reed houses, made cane handicrafts, or tended water buffalo, as they once did, the villagers one by one exhibited their scars. One man pulled up his sleeve to show a large, crescent-shaped scar from shrapnel. Another revealed the long scar that stitched his leg together after a helicopter attack. A third had an unsightly bump protruding from his wrist; the bone was broken during torture, and never healed properly. All had stories of relatives killed and missing. 

They also talked about daily deprivation over the decade: shortages of food and water, their reliance on rations where once they had been almost completely self-sufficient. The poor conditions have led to more sickness, but authorities deliberately deprived them  medical care. 

''If we try to take a sick person to the hospital, we'll be arrested,'' said Mohammed Suhain al-Freji, Abdul-Hussein's brother. 

While scattered villages like this one cling to the desert that used to be marshland, most Marsh Arabs have scavenged for employment in bigger cities and towns or have fled to Iran and other countries. 

With a concerted international effort, the Marsh Arabs' way of life can still be restored, Nicholson, the activist, said. 

''They can return to their way of life because they only just left it,'' unlike the aborigines of Australia or the Indians of America, she said. ''If the water goes back, the marsh people will create the marsh life again.'' 

Nicholson's group, AMAR, is pushing for UNESCO to declare the marshes a world heritage site, to protect them from oil exploration. She is also hoping to see the United States, Britain, and Iran, unlikely collaborators, work together on the project. Other countries such as Syria and Turkey would also need to help, she said, because they have dams that are holding back waters that would otherwise reach the marshes. 

A Human Rights Watch report called the devastation a ''crime against humanity'' and called for an international tribunal to punish those found responsible. 

The Marsh Arabs themselves are less concerned about tribunals and are preoccupied with one thing: 

''The good life will return as long as we have water,'' said Faidh Hassan al-Jaary. 

This story ran on page A1 of the Boston Globe on 4/28/2003. 

© Copyright 2003 Globe Newspaper Company. 
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NY TIMES

With Government's Fall, River Is Revived

April 28, 2003

By MARC SANTORA 

MUSHRA, Iraq, April 27 - The children of this village were clustered together, leaning over the bank of the river, looking at the muddy brown water. 

"It is like looking into the face of God," said Ahmad Kazam, 18. "Before we had no water, and now, the river is flowing for the first time." 

Like much of the wetlands that used to thrive in this part of Iraq, Ahmad's village was brutally beat down by Saddam Hussein's government, which cut off the flow of water here about a decade ago. It was an attempt by the government to clear the area of dissidents and punish the Shiites who took part in an uprising in 1991. The campaign left the Marsh Arabs, an ancient and unique culture, devastated. 

But with the government's fall, there is hope that some of what was lost may be recovered. 

"The Americans came, and now we have water again," said Farhan Matchbul, pushing himself along the river on a wooden boat that he had not used in years. 

Farther upriver, near the city of Kut, residents say allied forces have begun letting water through one of the dams built by Mr. Hussein in an attempt to drain the marshes. 

But since there are still farmers harvesting wheat, residents said they would wait 15 to 20 days before completely releasing the water from the dams and flooding this region near Amara. 

It is unclear if it will be possible to restore the land ravaged by Mr. Hussein. Aside from the loss of people, much of the area has been given over to agriculture.  

The ground is not particularly good for crops, but farmers here are already beginning to dig irrigation ditches in an attempt to desalinate the soil. 

"Before, we were not allowed to irrigate the land," said Mohssan Abdallah, 30, who was using a backhoe to dig trenches. "If things stay the way they are, the good water will slowly return." 

The land also holds some of Iraq's most valuable oil reserves, and it is unclear how that will influence the future of the former marshes. 

Here in Mushra, the people were too happy with their newly restored river to worry about how things would work out across the region. 

Ahmad held up a picture friends had taken a week ago showing them standing on the dry riverbed.  

"This is the first time in 10 years there has been water in this river," he said. 

And with the return of water has come the return of fishing. 

Mr. Matchbul pushed a slender boat along the river using a long wooden pole, occasionally stopping to cast a net and then pull it back in. He had not caught anything yet, but it hardly seemed to matter. 

Now, he said, young people may be able to see the village the way he did as a child. 

Hamza Naeem, 12, said his father often told him of the spectacular fishing, but he could not imagine such a thing possible in the dirty and dry village. "He tells me about the past," he said. "But I don't know what it could have been like."

http://www.nytimes.com/2003/04/28/international/worldspecial/28VILL.html?ex=1052532215&ei=1&en=26bb164b83e516a6

Copyright 2003 The New York Times Company
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Marsh Arabs Cling to Memories of a Culture Nearly Crushed by Hussein

April 28, 2003

By MARC SANTORA 

HADAMA, Iraq, April 27 - "It was paradise," said Hassan Naslob, 51. "When I was a child, life was good." 

Born near where the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers merge, the once fertile oasis some believe to have been the biblical Garden of Eden, Mr. Naslob lived the boyhood of a marsh Arab. 

"When we were children, there was no reading or writing," he said. "Just fishing and playing in the reeds and having fun." 

For more than 5,000 years, the people here maintained an ancient lifestyle in one of the most lush environments on earth. They lived in homes of reed floating on shallow waters, traveling from village to village in small boats, fishing and growing rice amidst the water buffalo. 

In little more than 10 years, Saddam Hussein managed to all but destroy that culture. Seeking to crush any opposition to his rule and to punish Shiite Muslims in southern Iraq for rising up against his government in 1991, he systematically set about exterminating the marsh Arabs: draining the wetlands, setting the reeds on fire and executing thousands of residents. Today, with Mr. Hussein's government toppled, the people of this part of Iraq are left only with memories and the fear that their way of life has been lost forever. 

Mr. Naslob looked over the landscape of his childhood, piercing green eyes set deep in his head tearing, and was quiet for a long while. 

"It is all gone," he said. 

The once glorious wetlands are now a barren wasteland, a muddy brown mess of trenches and salty earth stretching off into a flat horizon. The marsh Arabs, who numbered about a half a million people in the 1950's, have dwindled to as few as 20,000 today, according to the United Nations. 

During Mr. Hussein's rule, it was difficult for outsiders to confirm the damage shown by satellite images and described by refugees. Now, more than a month after war began here, it is a forbidding landscape where Iraqis warn against travel because of bandits and criminals. Just the other day, residents say, gunmen stopped a tomato truck, forced its occupants out onto the street and shot them in the back before taking the vegetables. 

But as Mr. Naslob guided the way through his homeland, the devastation was evident. The water buffalo now wander dusty streets surrounded by long lifeless stretches. There are no birds in the sky, and what little water is on the ground sits puddled and stagnant. 

With most of the marsh Arabs now dead or living elsewhere, Mr. Naslob's story offered a glimpse into a culture on the edge of extinction. 

Born in 1952, he grew up one of seven children. His family lived in a traditional reed house in what used to be a thriving village. 

"The older people would not talk about politics," he said. "But we would sit and listen to them talk about our history." 

It was a rich history. He said his family continued to live much as their ancestors did millennia ago. 

"My father told us that, before, we were very poor and he had only one shirt that he would wear whenever he was invited somewhere outside the village as a guest," he said. 

"But, even then, my father said how happy life was because nobody bothered us and we had everything we needed." 

At dinner, he said, the family usually gathered for a meal of fish, yogurt, tea and rice bread made by pounding rice in a thick bowl set over a fire. 

"I remember my first girlfriend," he said, smiling beneath a heavy mustache. He was about 15 and her name was Sariya. "I remember when we would go together in my boat and collect the reeds to feed the buffalo," he said. 

But he was soon forced to leave the marshes. 

In 1971 the

Baath Party had just come to power in Iraq, and military service was compulsory. Mr. Naslob was stationed in the north, near the Turkish border. He did not return home until 1974. 

"Life was pretty much normal," he said of the marshes when he returned. "We ignored politics and went back to fishing and working." 

When war with Iran broke out in 1980, things began to change. People seeking refuge from Mr. Hussein and the army began using the marshes as a place to hide. Meanwhile, the Iraqi government worried that Iranian agents were using the the marshes as cover to sneak into Iraq. 

Mr. Naslob was forced to join the army again in 1982 to fight the Iranians. In 1987, he was wounded in a shelling. Telling the story, he held up his right hand, showing a ring finger shorter than his pinkie. He also pointed to a large scar on his leg. While recovering in a hospital, he decided he had had enough of the army and fled back to the marshes. He went to Salih, a village near Amara. 

He was greeted by a startling sight. The bodies of Iranians and Iraqis were clumped together, lifeless, but with no signs of bullet or bomb injuries. He had heard about chemical weapons the Iraqis had used in the war with Iran and says he believes that that was what killed the people. 

Others here tell of witnessing chemical attacks during the war with Iran. 

Abdul Amir Humod, a soldier in the Iraqi Army at the time, said when Iranian soldiers reached the highway that runs from Basra to Amara, he saw Iraqi planes flying low and spraying the area. Later, he saw the bodies of the dead. 

"If they did not use chemicals, they would never have stopped the Iranians," he said. 

There have been claims that Mr. Hussein directed chemical attacks on the marsh Arabs themselves, but those charges could not be independently verified. Still, the chemicals took their toll on the people here, both physically and psychologically, Mr. Naslob said. 

By the end of the war with Iran and before the 1991 Persian Gulf war, some people here decided it was time to fight the Hussein government. 

In the late 1980's one man emerged as a sort of Robin Hood of the marshes. 

"Karim Mahood was our hero," Mr. Naslob said. 

Like other people in the area, he told stories of Mr. Mahood's daring. "He would sneak into army places wearing a uniform and stars on his shoulder and then shoot and kill the soldiers there," Mr. Naslob recalled. 

Mr. Mahood's forces would stop and rob government cars on the highway and then show up in a local village and use the money to buy food for everyone, he said. 

One oft-told story has Mr. Mahood showing up at the main jail in Basra with a fleet of government cars, convincing the guards that he was from Baghdad, and then making off with dozens of political prisoners before the jailers realized they had been tricked. 

People here say that Mr. Mahood continued to fight until 1997, when he fled to Saudi Arabia and then to the United States. He recently returned and is working with the Free Iraqi Forces associated with Ahmad Chalabi. 

After the 1991 gulf war and the uprisings by the Shiites in the south of Iraq, the marshes became both a base for rebel attacks and a haven for refugees. Mr. Hussein then began what residents describe as a systematic attempt to exterminate the marsh Arabs. 

"First he would send the militia and helicopters to try and capture people, shooting anyone who did not cooperate," Mr. Naslob said. "After 1991 he started to drain the marshes." 

Mr. Naslob said Mr. Hussein built dams on the rivers that branch off the Tigris and Euphrates and feed the marshes. In 1993, the government completed digging a channel that drained what water remained. Once an area was dry, the army set fire to the reeds, Mr. Naslob said. 

The marshes in Iraq used to cover nearly 8,000 square miles between Nasiriya in the west, Kut in the north and Basra in the south. About 90 percent of the marshland has been destroyed, according to the United Nations Environmental Program. The effect on the wildlife has been as costly as that on the people. Eleven bird species and three mammal species are believed to have been lost forever, according to the United Nations. 

"The people who were not killed or did not make it to Iran had to move to the bigger towns because there were no longer any marshes," Mr. Naslob said. 

His family moved to Amara. 

Even then, the marsh Arabs

were not safe, he said. 

"Some of Saddam's security forces came to my home in 1998 and said they just wanted to question me," he said. That questioning turned into six months of torture in the security headquarters of Amara. "Someone had written me up and said that I had gone to Iran and come back," he said.

"They beat me and hung me from the ceiling with my hands behind my back trying to get me to confess." 

Although he never confessed to anything, a judge sentenced him to 20 years in jail and he was sent to Abu Ghraib Prison outside Baghdad, where he spent the last couple of years until Mr. Hussein released all the  prisoners in Iraq in October. 

Now that Mr. Hussein in gone, Mr. Naslob is hopeful that the marshes of his youth will be reclaimed. Slowly, some water is starting to be released from dams in the north and trickle into the marshes. But, looking at the empty space where his village used to be, he said it would be difficult. 

"Not many of us remain," he said. "What you see was once green and beautiful and now is like a dream that has vanished."

http://www.nytimes.com/2003/04/28/international/worldspecial/28SOUT.html?ex=1052531324&ei=1&en=e72cb51c2ba90355
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The Washington Post

Back to Eden: Restoring the Marshes of Iraq 

Monday, April 28, 2003; Page A11 

Now that the war in Iraq has come to an abrupt end, a team of scientists will soon be heading to southern Iraq to determine whether a desert twice the size of Rhode Island can be turned back into the primeval marshland it once was -- before Saddam Hussein drained it.

The marshlands of Mesopotamia, at the confluence of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, have long been revered both for their unusual wetland ecology and for the 5,000-year-old culture of the Madan, or "Marsh Arabs."

The marshlands may have been the inspiration for the biblical Garden of Eden, and the Madan are thought to descend from the Sumerians, who established humankind's first civilization.

As recently as the 1990s, the Madan were still using marsh reeds to construct delicately arched dwellings on artificial islands and waterways. They lived on fish and water buffalo that lived in the marshes and exported the surplus to other parts of Iraq.

The marshes began to decline in the 1950s as dam-building in Syria and Turkey attenuated the river flows, but the process accelerated dramatically in the 1990s after the Persian Gulf War, when Hussein built giant canals and drains nearby. Most believe Hussein drained the marshes to punish the Shiite Muslims who lived there for opposing his minority Sunni Muslim government.

Human Rights Watch, a private monitoring group, estimates that the Marsh Arab population collapsed from more than 250,000 to perhaps 40,000 as they were driven elsewhere in Iraq, escaped to Iran or, in some cases, were killed by Hussein's regime.

During that time, about 95 percent of the marshland itself became a crusty wasteland.

"You've seen those dust storms as the troops moved north through southern Iraq?" said Suzie Alwash, a geologist who helped organize Eden Again, the group that hopes to lead the marsh-restoration effort. "That used to be the marshland. As U.S. forces crossed the bridge at Nasiriyah, they should have been surrounded by 10-foot-high reeds."

Whether the project becomes a reality depends on how much funding and other assistance is mustered by the United States, other countries and the United Nations. But in a report to be released tomorrow, an advisory panel of academic and government experts -- convened by Eden Again and funded by a $200,000 grant from the State Department -- is expected to conclude that some restoration is feasible, if the political will can be found.

During its discussions, the committee identified several technical problems to be avoided. Panel member Thomas L. Crisman, director of the University of Florida's Howard T. Odum Center for Wetlands, notes that "wetlands are not like coffee, where you can just add water. You have to add water in the right quantity, the right quality and the right timing."

Because Hussein made data such as river flow rates a state secret, many questions will remain unanswered until scientists reach southern Iraq -- in June, if the current schedule holds. The samples they take will help determine which parts of the marshes are likeliest to recover, so that rehabilitation efforts can be triaged.

For instance, Alwash said, some areas now have salt crusts two feet thick, due to rapid evaporation of brackish groundwater. If new flows of freshwater are not pumped through these areas at high enough rates, they will become lifeless salt ponds rather than new marshlands. In addition, some of the marsh areas were burned over, which may have left these soils too alkaline or acidic to be reclaimed.

Another concern is contamination -- from industry, sewage, agriculture, military detritus and even deliberate poisonings by Hussein's government.

Before particular areas are re-flooded, they must be tested for contaminants. If toxins are discovered, those areas can be remedied much more easily when still dry.

The sediment beds hold the key to the marshes' recovery. They likely contain hardy seeds and nutrients that will become building blocks of new marshes. This legacy can be supplemented, if needed, by replanting reeds that have hung on in relatively untouched areas near the Iraq-Iran border.

All told, Crisman said, recreating Iraq's marshes will be an even bigger challenge than restoring Florida's Everglades -- a multi-year federal project that aims to remove 500 miles of diversionary canals and levees. The key difference, Crisman said, is that the Everglades already has both a robust inflow of water and an agreed-upon plan to fix the mess. For now, Iraq has neither.

This problem underscores how the marsh restoration project melds scientific challenges with political ones. Securing an adequate water supply for the project will depend on establishing consensus not only among competing interests in Iraq -- which includes such parties as nearby farmers and oil executives -- but also with officials in Syria and Turkey, whose dams still limit river flows into southern Iraq.

"The main constraining factor in this effort is the availability of water," said Hassan Partow, a research officer with the U.N. Environment Program, a Geneva-based arm of the United Nations that has urged restoration of the marshes since 2000. "The country and the region is in the grips of a water crisis, so it is a political question as well as a technical one that will determine the scale of the restoration." The U.N. agency, he said, plans to convene interested parties in Iraq to discuss the issue by the end of May.

If such sticky issues can be solved -- and if contamination problems do not prove insurmountable -- then Crisman believes Iraq's marshes can be on the mend within two years. After five or six years, the reborn marshes could "approximate the look and function of a natural wetland."

Eden Again isn't even venturing a guess of the price tag until scientists on the ground assess the potential scope of the project. Alwash said Iraq's low labor costs should keep costs much lower than equivalent projects in the developed world, and some aspects can probably be accomplished without building a lot of new infrastructure.

The even bigger challenge, most project advisers agree, will be rehabilitating the Marsh Arab culture. Alwash says she expects many refugees and even some westernized Iraqi exiles to return to the marshes, but she adds that the know-how to build reed houses or catch seafood in the marshes can evaporate in less than a generation.

"Never before have I been in a situation where the task involves restoring a culture at the same time as an ecosystem," Crisman said. "The scale of this is potentially mind-boggling." 

© 2003 The Washington Post Company
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Africa News 

April 28, 2003 Monday 

Scientists Want Ban On DDT Pesticide Lifted 

      BYLINE: African Church Information Service 

Kenya government is considering re-introducing use of DDT-pesticide in controlling malaria and sleeping

      sickness, putting regional measures on control of persistent organic pollutants (POPs) in jeopardy. 

      Speaking on April 19 in Nairobi, Minister for Environment and Natural Resources, Dr Newton Kulundu, said the

      ban on DDT may have been out of an exaggeration of its dangers by scientists. He argued that available

      evidence against DDT was not sufficient for its continued ban. "The Kenyan government is opening up

      debate on the re-introduction of DDT-pesticide and stakeholders now have the chance to resolve whether

      DDT should be re-introduced or not," said Dr. Kulundu. The minister's comments have received support from  scientists at the Kenya Medical Research Institute (KEMRI), and the National Environmental Management  Authority (NEMA). 

      According to the director of KEMRI, Davy Koech, "there is no concrete existing evidence linking DDT use for  public health with harmful environmental effects". 

      The chairman of NEMA, a body responsible for monitoring environmental impacts of any projects undertaken  in Kenya, says that while malaria kills 700 Kenyans daily, it takes more than 40 years for one person to die of  DDT-related effects. 

      The move would make Kenya appear to be reneging on the Stockholm Convention, to which it is a signatory.  DDT is one of the 12 initial POPs the Stockholm Convention wants banned. Others are aldrin, chlordane,  dieldrin, endrin, heptachlor, mirex, toxaphene, polychlorinated biphenols (PCBs), hexachlorobenzene, dioxins   and furans. 

      According to the United Nations Environmental Programme (UNEP), of all the pollutants released into

      the environment every year by human activity, POPs are among the most dangerous. 

      They are chemical substances that persist in the environment, bio-accumulate through the food web, and

      pose a risk of causing adverse effects to human health and the environment. "They are highly toxic, causing  an array of adverse effects, notably death, disease, and birth defects, among humans and animals," says  UNEP. 

      Specific effects can include cancer, allergies and hypersensitivity, damage to the central and peripheral

      nervous systems, reproductive disorders, and disruption of the immune system, according to the UN

      environment agency. 

      DDT for agricultural use has been banned for years almost everywhere. 

      The chemical and its breakdown residues (especially one known as DDE) have done proven damage to

      wildlife around the world.

_________________________________________________________________________________________

Xinhua

April 28, 2003, Monday

UNEP hails environmental decision of OHCHR

The United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) on Monday welcomed the environmental decision by

      the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR).

      Klaus Toepfer, executive director of UNEP, was quoted as saying in a UNEP's statement released here that

      "people can only achieve their full human potential when their natural environment is robust and respected." 

      "The existence of clean air, clean water, a stable climate, thriving wildlife and well-managed natural

      resources determines the extent to which people can enjoy their basic rights to life, health, food, housing,

      livelihood and culture," he added.

      The OHCHR, the Geneva-based UN body, made a decision Monday on "Human Rights and the Environment as  Part of Sustainable Development" which stated that the "respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms are essential for achieving sustainable development. Environmental damage can have potentially negative  effects on the enjoyment of some human rights."

      "Protection of the environment and sustainable development can also contribute to human well-being and

      potentially to the enjoyment of human rights," the decision also said.

      The decision further "stresses the importance for states, when developing their environmental policies, to

      take into account how environmental degradation may affect disadvantaged members of society."

      The OHCHR's decision has emphasized the strong link between human rights and a healthy environment,

      UNEP said in the statement.

      Besides, the decision provides a good basis for further cooperation between UNEP and the OHCHR on

      promoting the linkages between human rights and the environment, including efforts to strengthen the role

      of the judiciary in supporting the goals of sustainable development, UNEP said.

_________________________________________________________________________________________

Japan Economic Newswire

April 27, 2003 Sunday

G-8 environment ministers skirt Kyoto Protocol
       Environment ministers from the Group of Eight (G-8) major nations issued a joint communique Sunday

      without touching on the thorny issue of their commitment to early implementation of the 1997 Kyoto

      Protocol on global warming after their three-day talks.

      The United States apparently pressed its G-8 partners -- Britain, Canada, France, Germany, Italy, Japan and

      Russia -- to skirt the issue due to its objection to the protocol, which Washington has already opted to stay

      out of, observers said.

      In the communique, the ministers just said, 'We believe new, cheaper and more efficient technologies can

      contribute to ongoing efforts by countries to increase the quality of life, reduce pollution, improve resource

      efficiency, (and) reduce greenhouse gas emissions.' 

      In contrast, implementation of the Kyoto Protocol was mentioned in various other meetings, such as the

      2001 meeting of the G-8 environment ministers and the World Summit on Sustainable Development last year in Johannesburg.

      The protocol, adopted in the former Japanese capital of Kyoto,  requires industrialized countries to slash their greenhouse gas emissions from 1990 levels by an average of 5.2% between 2008 and 2012.

      The environment ministers included marine pollution from oil tanker accidents in the communique for the first  time, urging the International Maritime Organization to consider stronger safety measures.

      The ministers said their discussions also focused on least developed regions and countries, particularly

      Africa, sustainable production and consumption, and strengthening environmental governance and

      cooperation.

      'On these various themes, specific attention has been paid to water issues, and notably to the issues of

      transboundary river basin management and integrated resource management in Africa, water efficiency,

      governance principles for access to safe drinking and basic sanitation, and disaster prevention and

      mitigation,' they said in the communique.

      A U.N. Environment Program official who took part in the meeting said in a press conference that the U.N.

      body intends to send an envoy to Iraq as soon as possible to survey the water and sewage situations.

      The meeting came as a preparatory session for the G-8 leaders' annual summit to be held this year on June

      1-3 in Evian, France. Environment Minister Shunichi Suzuki took part from Japan.

_________________________________________________________________________________________

OXFORD ANALYTICA

UNITED NATIONS: Iraq 'damage' is far from terminal
28 April 2003
SUBJECT: The relevance and standing of the UN following the US-led war against Iraq (Part 2 of 2: The implications of the Iraq diplomatic debacle for the UN's future role). 

SIGNIFICANCE: The Security Council's deadlock over whether to support the war on Iraq revealed not only tensions between its permanent five members, but also the UN's inability to serve its primary function of controlling the use of force.

ANALYSIS: The disagreement in the UN Security Council about how to certify that Iraq is free of weapons of mass destruction and whether to lift sanctions on Baghdad (see UNITED NATIONS: P5 rivals resume tussle over Iraq - April 25, 2003) is a demonstration of the way in which last month's fractious war debate has paralysed the body. The US administration, having only reluctantly agreed to seek Security Council authorisation for the war, was stung by the body's refusal to support the conflict (see UNITED STATES: Iraq resolution could rupture UN ties - February 28, 2003). The Security Council's rebuff of Washington also strengthened the hands of those within the Bush team who oppose working through the UN across the board. 

Frequent failures. However, the current impasse is not a novelty. The Security Council -- intended by the UN's founders to decide fundamental questions of war and peace and to have exclusive war-making authority -- has rarely functioned as intended. The UN was once supposed to have its own army and take trusteeship over US and Soviet nuclear weapons (both proposals immediately fell victim to rising US-Soviet tensions); and the rare moments when the UN has managed to function as intended, and not its far more frequent failures, represent the anomalies in the institution's history.

The Security Council, for instance, was unable to resolve the Suez War in 1956 and, more recently, was unable to stop the 1994 genocide in Rwanda or the 1999 NATO war against Serbia over Kosovo. Indeed, since the UN came into existence, every permanent member of the Security Council has conducted unauthorised wars in violation of the UN charter, without the Council intervening or passing a resolution on the subject. In each of these cases, the cause for the Security Council's failure was that one or more of the permanent members used or threatened to use their veto. During the Cold War alone, 238 vetoes were cast: in most of these cases, the warring parties then proceeded to ignore the Security Council entirely.

Exceptional circumstances. In light of this history, the instances when the Security Council has managed effectively to prevent or unanimously authorise the use of force -- such as before the 1991 Gulf War -- appear all the more extraordinary. In fact, other than during that conflict, the Security Council has authorised war only once: to repel the invasion of South Korea by the North in 1950. In both cases, Security Council resolutions were borne of exceptional circumstances:

The Security Council managed to pass a resolution authorising the armed liberation of Kuwait only because the debate occurred during a short-lived moment of great-power comity that came with the end of the Cold War. 

In the case of the Korean War, the resolution authorising force passed only because the Soviet delegate happened to be boycotting the Security Council at that moment. 

Iraq fallout. From the perspective of Washington and London, the Security Council failed to address the question of Iraq's weapons proliferation and its refusal to comply with UN resolutions. The United States and the United Kingdom then ignored the UN and launched an attack on Iraq. As a result, the United States -- at least under the Bush administration -- is unlikely in future to allow the Security Council to play a role on key policy issues that it feels are in danger of being diplomatically sabotaged, nor those that Washington feels are important to its own security.

However, the Security Council will still be able to undertake less political, more juridical functions:

It has the authority to establish international tribunals -- as it did in 1993, when it set up the International Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia in The Hague, Netherlands. 

It could establish another such tribunal for Iraq (a prospect some in the Bush administration favour). Alternatively, it could sponsor a joint Iraqi-international tribunal analogous to the Special Court now investigating war crimes allegations in Sierra Leone. 

UN role. Nonetheless, the effectiveness and utility of the UN has been undermined by the Iraqi debacle. The Security Council (the UN's most important body) is now deeply divided. However, the UN has managed to perform a great deal of work during the long periods in its history when similar problems existed (not least during the Cold War). Likewise, the fallout from this latest crisis will not prove fatal to the UN at large:

In exceptional circumstances, when the Security Council proves unable to deal with a critical security question, the UN General Assembly can convene under the 'United for Peace' procedure to consider the matter itself. That said, the General Assembly is unlikely to try to thwart the United States, given the reality of the latter's overwhelming predominance in terms of hard power. 

The UN will still be able to function on issues where no great power feels its own security interests are at stake (such as East Timor or Cambodia); or where the great powers agree, for political reasons, that the UN should take the lead (such matters could include the civil reconstruction of Iraq). 

The UN has grown more flexible in recent years and can play support roles that wary great powers (especially the United States) will find useful. For example, in Afghanistan, the UN now serves an advisory and supplemental function rather than the more prominent, pro-consular role it has adopted in East Timor or Kosovo. This allows the United States to maintain a dominant position (at least in terms of security matters). The UN may be able to carve out a similar advisory role for itself in Iraq -- a role that is less central than some (especially in Paris and Moscow) would prefer, but nonetheless important. Such work could include technical advising on rebuilding Iraq's damaged infrastructure and helping to instill the rule of law. 

The UN's humanitarian and relief bodies (such as the World Food Programme (WFP), the High Commissioner for Refugees, or the UN Children's Fund (UNICEF)) do not require Security Council authorisation to work. These bodies all have independent, free-standing mandates, established by UN conventions, international treaties, or by earlier Security Council resolutions (such as the Iraqi Oil-For-Food Programme, which was established by the Council in 1995). Many of these bodies (including the WFP) are already providing relief inside Iraq and will continue to function there and around the world. 

CONCLUSION: Washington will probably seek to exclude the Security Council from involvement in issues on which US security is perceived to be directly at stake or when key policies are in danger of becoming diplomatically sabotaged. While Security Council tensions have undermined the UN at large, the latter has proved its capacity to work through crises in the past and will demonstrate that resilience again.

_________________________________________________________________________________________

ENS

World Watches As Malaria Death Toll Rises

NEW YORK, New York, April 28, 2003 (ENS) - United Nations officials have  challenged the global community to step up efforts to combat malaria, citing evidence that finds the death toll from the infectious disease remains "outrageously high." 

                      Malaria continues to spread throughout the African continent and is killing  some 3,000 African children each day, the officials say, but this devastating impact could be curtailed if the international community was more committed to the cause. 

                      "Malaria kills an African child every 30 seconds, and remains one of the most  important threats to the health of pregnant women and their newborns," said Carol Bellamy, executive director of the United Nations Children's Fund  (UNICEF). 

                      "We have the knowledge and the potential to achieve our target of reducing  the global burden of malaria by half by 2010, but we need much greater investment and political commitment." 

                      The Africa Malaria Report, released Friday on Africa Malaria Day by the World Health Organization (WHO) and UNICEF, details a shocking picture of  the continued threat of the disease. 

                      Malaria, which is a parasitic disease transmitted by mosquitoes, kills at least one million people and causes more than 300 million acute illnesses each year. 

The threat is most severe for the world's poorest and its most vulnerable. Some 20 percent of the world's population is at risk of contracting malaria, with the vast majority in Africa. Ninety percent of deaths due to malaria occur  in Africa, south of the Sahara, and most deaths occur in children under the age of five. 

Malaria disproportionately kills the young and the poor. (Photo by Giancomo Pirozzi courtesy United  Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF))

No country in Africa south of the Sahara for which data are available shows a substantial decline in malaria mortality. 

There is no single cure for malaria and an effective vaccine is considered years away. Increasing resistance to commonly used antimalarial drugs is also becoming more of a concern, but there are effective  measures that can be taken and this is  what has many frustrated with the failure of the international effort to combat the                                              disease. 

UNICEF, along with the World Bank, the WHO and the United Nations Development Programme launched an initiative in 1998 to tackle malaria, with a specific goal to cut malaria deaths in half by 2010. 

But the Roll Back Malaria initiative, finds a new report from the WHO and UNICEF, is being hampered by lack of support. 

"We need to increase efforts to combat a devastating disease which is holding back the development of many African countries," said Gro Harlem Brundtland, director-general of WHO. "Malaria continues to tighten its grip on Africa. By scaling up our efforts, we can reverse this trend." 

The report offers a continent-wide analysis of the battle against malaria and urges the international community to make effective anti malarial treatment available to those most at risk. 

It urges the international community to pump up investment to support programs to control malaria in endemic countries. 

These countries need to make malaria a higher priority on their health agendas and greater private sector involvement in the national supply and distribution  of quality antimalarial drugs, and insecticide treated nets (ITNs) must be encouraged, the report finds. 

The proper use of ITNs combined with prompt, local treatment for malaria can reduce transmission of the disease by as much as 60 percent and the overall young child death rate some 20 percent. 

But the report details that only a small proportion of children at risk of malaria are protected by ITNs. 

"Recent survey data showed that approximately 15 percent of young children slept under a net, but that only about two percent used nets that were treated with insecticide," according to the report. "Untreated nets provide some protection against malaria, but their full protective benefits can be realized only if they are regularly retreated with insecticide." 

Almost all malaria endemic African countries have active programs to encourage ITN use, but the commercial price of nets and insecticide, though falling, "still puts this lifesaving technology beyond the reach of the poorest income groups of the population." 

Insecticide treated nets are a useful weapon in the fight against malaria but are still too expensive for many

Africans. (Photo by Giancomo Pirozzi courtesy UNICEF)

The use of ITNs is becoming even more important as parasitic resistance to chloroquine, the most                  widely available anitmalarial drug, has emerged as a "major challenge," according to the report. 

          UN officials say chloroquine has lost its clinical effectiveness a malaria treatment in most countries in eastern, central and southern Africa. 

"A similar evolution is taking place, though some years later, in west Africa,  and there is indirect, but compelling, evidence that this is giving rise to increasing mortality," finds the report. 

Resistance to a common chloroquine replacement drug, sulfadoxine-pyrimethamine, has also emerged, in particular within eastern and  southern Africa. 

In the face of these emerging resistances, the WHO has recommended artemisinin-based combination therapy, but the cost of this treatment is too high for the vast majority who need it. 

Most estimates find the international effort to combat malaria needs funding  of at least $1 billion a year if the UN has any chance of meeting its goals of halving deaths from the disease by half by 2010. 

The report from the UN agencies says that international spending on malaria has more than doubled to some $200 million per year since the Roll Back  Malaria initiative began. Nearly all agree this is still woefully short of what is needed and some take issue with the $200 million figure, arguing that actual spending is even lower. 

A study by Harvard University researchers reports that current funding to fight malaria is less than seven percent of what is needed. Published in the online edition of "Malaria Journal," the authors say that current funding from international aid and loans stands at some $99 million annually, a figure that has not increased much since Roll Back Malaria initiative began in 1988. 

        African nations will not overcome the threat of malaria without international assistance. (Photo by                                                    Giancomo Pirozzi courtesy UNICEF)

The disease is believed to cost African economies some $12 billion a year. 

The key message to focus on, according to Fatoumata Nafo-Traoré, executive secretary and Roll Back                                                 Malaria Partnership Secretariat, is that more needs to be done. 

The report shows that the partnership established to roll back malaria is"increasing support for endemic countries' continued fight against this  disease," Nafo-Traoré said. "The global partnership is at a crucial juncture - it needs to sustain and surpass the support galvanized to date." 

"Our challenge is to live up to the commitments made five years ago and not  fail yet another generation of African children," she said. "This would be  unacceptable." 

_________________________________________________________________________________________
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Alarm Sounds for Disappearing Birds 

The planet is suffering the worst wave of species extinction since the dinosaurs disappeared 65 million years ago, warns a bird expert. Some 649 species of our feathered friends are in imminent danger of disappearing 

forever.

CARACAS - Any overview about birds in Latin America sounds like a description of the great wealth of species, a reminder of the region's almost lavish biological diversity, and of the aggressions against the environment, which not only threaten the habitat of one kind of bird or another, but that of all living things. 

Of the 9,700 known bird species in the world, 4,339 (45 percent) are found in the Americas. Of that total, 649 are in danger of extinction before 2020, according to the environmental coalition BirdLife International, based in Britain. 

In the world leaders for biodiversity, Brazil and Colombia, the threat of extinction hovers over 114 and 77 bird species, respectively. 

Worldwide, there are 1,200 bird species -- approximately one of eight -- that are in danger of disappearing forever within the first two decades of this century. 

The impacts of human activity on our natural surroundings are the cause for bird species endangerment in 99 percent of the cases, according to the Washington-based non-governmental Worldwatch Institute. 

Howard Youth, author of "Winged Messengers: The Decline of Birds", says we are witnessing the worst wave of species extinction since the dinosaurs disappeared from Earth 65 million years ago. 

In the past 500 years, since the Europeans arrived in the Americas, at least 128 bird species have disappeared from the hemisphere, with more than 100 of that total becoming extinct in the just the last two centuries. 

"Birds are valuable environmental indicators," says Youth. 

Clemencia Rodner, president of the Audubon Foundation of Venezuela, explained this concept to Tierramérica: "Due to their visibility, birds are the best indicator, an early warning sign, when something is going wrong in an ecosystem. They flee or their numbers diminish or they disappear." 

The loss of habitat is the leading threat to bird populations, if it does not outright cause their extinction. Each year, the world loses more than 50,000 square km of forests, an area the size of Costa Rica. 

That was the case of the 'poc', inhabitant of Guatemala's Atitlán Lake until a generation ago. Known in English as the giant pied-billed grebe, it became extinct as the result of the diminishing coverage of the shoreline bush it nested in, the 'tul'. 

A contributing factor to the demise of the poc was the 1976 earthquake, which caused the lake level to fall several meters, killing off the tul, but another was the introduction -- by humans -- of the black 'lobaina', which 

fed on the eggs of the poc, also known as the Atitlán grebe. 

"It was a very special bird, unique to Guatemala and the color of dark coffee. It didn't fly, it was a diver," Diego Esquina, mayor of Santiago Atitlán, told Tierramérica. A fast swimmer, the poc is remembered by older residents of the area for its ability to escape the gaze of the curious, 

diving under the lake surface to reappear 20 to 25 meters farther away. 

In the mid-1980s, the "save the poc" campaign was launched, but it only proved able to prolong the lives of the few remaining birds for a few more years. 

A similar story is that of the harpy eagle (Harpia harpyja), "a monumental bird", says Rodner, and the strongest bird of prey in the world. It can weigh up to nine kilos and needs an extensive -- and also protected -- habitat. 

This type of eagle was historically found from southern Mexico to northern Argentina. Today, the area along the Venezuela-Brazil border is one of its best-preserved populations, but "they feed almost exclusively on monkeys and sloths, and need to eat at least one every two days," explained the activist. 

"Where can populations develop in order to make the species viable, with several dozen birds? In Venezuela, only on the Yanomami indigenous reserves in the extreme south. But what happens if the jungles begin to disappear, and with them the sloths and the monkeys?" asks Rodner. 

The onslaught against birds has several fronts: an airport planned for construction on the site that was Texcoco lake in Mexico could affect 70 species; pesticide use contaminates land and water, and is fatal for millions 

of birds each year; trapping parrots to turn them into pets is a threat to one out of three parrots worldwide. 

But to fight these threats, there are programs to protect birds and their habitats in Brazil, Colombia, Costa Rica, Ecuador, Mexico, Peru and Venezuela, seven of the 12 countries with greatest biodiversity, alongside China, India, Indonesia, Kenya and South Africa. 

Many birds fly great distances -- even across oceans -- and their protection must be coordinated by several countries. One example of a bi-national initiative with public and private funding is aimed at conserving some 5,000 swallow-tailed kites (Elanoides forficatus), which migrate between southeastern United States and Brazil. 

The dickcissel (Spiza americana) lives and reproduces in the northern hemisphere summer on the U.S. plains, and in the winter heads to central-western Venezuela, where the species is known to ruin rice and sorghum crops. 

The Venezuelan Audubon Foundation is promoting an alliance with local farmers to convince them not to kill the birds but to scare them off using a repellent in their fields. 

The protected areas of Venezuela cover a combined total of 14 million hectares, or 16 percent of the national territory, in 43 national parks, 17 natural monuments and seven wildlife refuges. 

But Rodner complains that the country has not developed management plans for these areas to ensure appropriate habitat for the species meant to be protected. 

Luis Cova, of the governmental Wildlife Institute, told Tierramérica "there are many cases of success. For example, the refuges created along Venezuela's Caribbean coast have pushed up the number of flamingos from 18,000 to 44,000 in just over 10 years." 

_________________________________________________________________________________________
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 ROAP Media Update – 29 April 2003


UN or UNEP in the news

Industrial development must be balanced with environmental protection
Daily News (Sri Lanka), April 29, 2003 (Prof. Peiris)  - Enterprise Development Minister Prof. G. L. Peiris addressing an inaugural National Seminar on Greenhouse Gas Emission Reduction in Industries in Asia and Pacific organised by United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) and Small and Medium Enterprise Developers (SMED) at Ceylon Continental Hotel recently emphasised that it is the responsibility of everyone to balance industrial development on the one hand and maintain environment protection on the other. 
Sri Lanka is at the threshold of an industrial reminiscence and our visionary action in this regard is of paramount importance and thereby can open a lively dialogue to achieve this end. 
He further said that the key ministries of the Government is in the process of changing some of the policies to meet this objective. The Ministry under Environment Minister Rukman Senanayake and my own Ministry is involved in working towards this end. What is important therefore, is to harness and mobilise the human resources which are extremely at a high standard in this country. 
When we plan our industrial development in this country we have to consider four points. First is peace in this country. Although this is a temporary setback in the discussions the ceasefire continues. Second is the reduction in the oil prices. Our industries are going to be benefited by this trend. Third, the free trade agreement we entered with India. Our foreign trade with India is around 10 million US $. 
We hope to enhance the services sector development in this regard based on the geographical location of this country. Fourth, we have to be alive to balance our industrial development and the management of environmental factors. Most people do question as to how we can balance the industrial development and maintain environment. 
I do recall an incident, when I was the Deputy Minister of Finance once the Japanese Ambassador asked me if the aid is given by Japan would it affect our environment. 
Therefore, it is up to us to balance the work what we do from the aid we get without harming the beautiful environment that we inherit in Sri Lanka. Particularly, at a time when we think of taking the development to rural areas. Here, we have our mountains, rivers, lakes, streams and waterfalls, all have to be protected. 
'It is time that our industries have to be diversified. Take a place like Dedigama where it is famous for the gems and jewellery trade, what is important here is to make it a value-added industry. We export uncut stones but if we can cut the stones and make fine jewellery we can earn more foreign exchange. 
Our Ministry has started the "Sahanaya" and "Vasanthaya" programme where loans are given at concessionary rates for small and medium sector and I hope that by these seminars more awareness is passed to a longer section of the population on these concepts, Minister Peiris said. 
Minister of Environment and Natural Resources Rukman Senanayake said that 175 countries have signed the New York Charter on the environment and this clearly shows the interest the whole community have on this subject. 
We can witness the changing pattern of the world climate due to the damage of the environment. We have to encourage the private sector by regulations and incentives to adhere to these concepts. Our universities at Peradeniya and Moratuwa are involved in research work. 
Nihal Abeysekera, President of the Federation of Chambers of Commerce and Industry, Peter Repinski of UNEP and Nawaz Rajabdeen, Senior Vice President of the Federation of Chambers of Commerce & Industry addressed the seminar.
http://www.dailynews.lk/2003/04/29/new18.html 

Environment important as world trade – France 
ABC Online (Australia),  April 28, 2003 - France is pushing for a ‘World Environment Organisation’ that would put the environment on the same world footing as global trade.
The French Ecology Minister Roselyne Bachelot made the comment at a European radio station on the second day of a three-day Group of Eight (G8) environment ministers' meeting held in Paris over the weekend. 
"The only world organisation which governs trade is the World Trade Organisation," Bachelot said. "We want environmental criteria to be taken into account in the same way. At the moment that is virtually not the case... In the future, no policy would be able to exempt itself from the need to protect the environment," she said. 
France first floated the idea of a World Environment Organisation three years ago. The agency would be built on the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) and bring environmental departments that are scattered around other UN and multilateral agencies under one roof. 
The weakness of UNEP, according to supporters of the idea, is that it is poorly funded, has only a minor role as a coordinator and lacks the clout of a specialist UN agency. The new entity would broadly act as a watchdog on environment issues, monitoring adherence to international treaties. 
The notion has yet to make any headway internationally – it was supported only by Sweden when President Jacques Chirac proposed it in Johannesburg, according to diplomatic sources – but it is gaining ground amongst Europe's powerful green movement. 
Bachelot admitted it would "not be easy" to persuade the United States to back the scheme. Part of the reason was because of "the international context," she said, using a codeword for the sharp tensions that have flared between Paris and Washington about the Iraqi war. The squabble cast a long shadow over the G8 meeting, prompting both the agenda and final communique to be purged of anything controversial. 
The meeting was initially scheduled to take place in Angers, a provincial town in the northwestern France that is also in Bachelot's constituency. But the talks were shifted to Paris, a decision taken at the height of the war for security reasons. About 3,000 anti-globalisation and green activists held a protest march and rally in Angers on Saturday as the ministers had lunch at a local chateau and made a courtesy tour of a nearby beauty spot.
The demonstrators were addressed by French campaigner Jose Bove, who accused the G8 countries of seeking to "grab the world's wealth and subjugate the environment to their economic needs,” he said. “Water, air and biodiversity must not be the property of a hundred multinational corporations.”
A German official told AFP that a world conference on renewable energy, proposed by German Chancellor Gerhard Schroeder in Johannesburg, will take place in Bonn in early June 2004. European diplomats said the meeting would be open to governments, businesses and non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and be preceded by regional conferences in Europe, Asia, Africa and Latin America.
The G8 comprises Britain, Canada, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, Russia and the United States, plus the European Commission.
http://www.abc.net.au/science/news/stories/s841944.htm

OIC chief calls for speedy US pullout from Iraq -- Detail Story
Hi Pakistan, April 28, 2003 -  JEDDAH, Saudi Arabia: US-led forces that toppled the regime of President Saddam Hussein must leave Iraq as soon as possible, the secretary general of the Organization of the Islamic Conference (OIC) said Sunday. "Islamic efforts must unite to defend Iraq's interests and ... insist on the need for the departure of foreign forces from Iraq as soon as possible," Abdulwahed Belkeziz told the opening session of a meeting of senior employees of the 57-nation pan-Islamic body at its headquarters here. "The Iraqi people must govern themselves ... Iraq's natural resources belong to the Iraqi people alone, who are fully entitled to manage and exploit them according to their interests," he said referring to the country's oil wealth. Belkeziz said the United Nations should have "the central role in running Iraqi internal and external affairs in the transitional period, as well as a vital role in all arrangements pertaining to the exploitation of its natural resources." He stressed that OIC member states too should have a major input in "defending the rights of the Iraqi people" and make a significant contribution to the reconstruction of the war-ravaged country. Belkeziz also expressed the Islamic states' "solidarity" with Syria in the face of what he called "serious US threats and accusations" against Damascus pertaining to its alleged harboring of fleeing officials of Saddam's ousted regime, support for terror groups and pursuit of chemical weapons. Syria has denied the charges, and US officials have said Secretary of State Colin Powell would visit Damascus during a Middle East tour next week. UNEP chief hopes for fact-finding mission to Iraq: The head of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) called on Sunday for a fact-finding mission to be swiftly allowed into Iraq to assess that country's worsening environmental crisis after more than two decades of warfare and mismanagement. UNEP Executive Director Klaus Toepfer made the call after briefing Group of Eight (G8) environment ministers here on problems in Iraq that range from water stress, air pollution from burning oil wells and oil-filled trenches to water and sanitation systems that were near-collapse and mounting piles of rubbish and medical waste. The problems were sketched last week in a UNEP "desk report" -- a study that is based on known data but not from a trip to the country. "These are very severe environment problems," Toepfer told a press conference, explaining that they were also a humanitarian issue and a potential threat to health. He said it was necessary to carry out field research as soon as possible. UNEP investigators could be swiftly sent to Iraq, Toepfer said, adding that his organisation was impartial. Asked whether Britain and the United States would refuse the mission, he said, "I don't have any information that there will be any blocking." The UNEP desk study said Iraq's environment had been damaged by the Iran-Iraq war in the 1980s, by the 1991 Gulf War and the 2003 conflict, as well as by ecological abuses under Saddam Hussein's regime. It notably called for "independent scientific investigation" to be carried out at sites hit by US depleted uranium munitions. The Pentagon insists that there is no evidence that dust from these munitions poses any danger to health or the environment.
http://www.hipakistan.com/en/detail.php?newsId=en23757&F_catID=&f_type=source
UN to send environmental fact-finding mission to Iraq
Xinhuanet 2003-04-28  PARIS, April 27 (Xinhuanet) -- The United Nations plans to send a fact-finding mission to Iraq to examine the country's deteriorating environment, which was severely damaged by the US-led war, the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) ExecutiveDirector Klaus Toepfer announced here on Sunday. 
The delegation is well prepared, and can go to Baghdad "at any time," Toepfer told the press following the environment ministers'meeting of the Group of Eight.
He said that the main tasks of the mission in Iraq will be to evaluate the water and sanitation systems, air pollution from burning oil fields, and examine the consequences on environment inflicted by the use of various weapons, particularly the depleteduranium arms, during the war. 
At the same press conference, French Ecology Minister Roselyne Bachelotat said the G8 meeting did not discuss the issue of Iraq, but the UNEP submitted a report to the meeting. 
In the report, the UNEP said that it is necessary to send a fact-finding delegation to Iraq because the current environmental situation in the Arab country is extremely worsening as a result of the war. 
Meanwhile, the three-day G8 meeting, which concluded on Sunday,called for tougher measures against decrepit oil tankers. 
In a statement, the ministers said that the sinking of an oil tanker off Europe's Atlantic coast last November, which caused severe ecological and environmental problems, "demonstrated that the existing rules on tanker safety and pollution prevention need to be further improved." 
http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2003-04/28/content_851847.htm 

General environment news

SARS News

Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) - Multi-country outbreak - Update 41 
28 April 2003
Disease Outbreak Reported 

Viet Nam removed from list of affected countries, more than 5000 probable cases worldwide
Viet Nam contains SARS
WHO has today removed Viet Nam from the list of affected areas, making it the first country to successfully contain its SARS outbreak. The change in Viet Nam’s status follows 20 consecutive days (the duration of two incubation periods) since the last new case was detected. “It’s a big day for all of us in Viet Nam and also throughout the world,” said Pascale Brudon, the WHO representative in Hanoi. “WHO congratulates Viet Nam for being the first country to succeed in containing the SARS epidemic.”
The Vietnamese government first made the announcement this morning, but added that the country needs to remain vigilant. The health ministry affirmed its determination to work with WHO to guard against the importation of the virus.
Since SARS was first detected in Viet Nam on 26 February, WHO has collaborated closely with Vietnamese officials to bring the outbreak under control. Key actions have included early recognition of the outbreak, the consolidation of SARS patients in a single hospital, strict infection control, diligent contact tracing, and thorough investigation of all rumoured cases. “We have been capable of containing this epidemic, but the virus is still present in neighbouring countries,” said Brudon.
WHO believes Viet Nam should still maintain a high level of alert since even a single new case of SARS could spark another outbreak. Last week, the Vietnamese health ministry asked the Prime Minister to authorize the closing of the country’s land borders with China. Viet Nam has currently heightened its border surveillance with China, but has stopped short of closing the border.

More than 5000 cases worldwide 
As of today, a cumulative total of 5050 probable SARS cases with 321 deaths have been reported from 26 countries. This represents an increase of 214 cases and 28 deaths when compared with the last report, issued on Saturday. The new deaths were reported from China (9), Hong Kong SAR (17), and Singapore (2).
Due to time differences, today’s figures include cases and deaths from China for Sunday, but not for today.

________________________________________________________________________________________
ROE Media Update

UNEP or UN in the news

Le Figaro (26 avril): G8 environnement: tour d'horizon écologique de la planète et tourisme

PARIS (AFP) - Les ministres de l'Environnement des grandes puissances (G8) ont fait samedi un tour d'horizon des maux de l'Afrique et du tiers-monde et du mode de vie occidental qui menace la survie écologique de la planète. 

En coulisse, leurs négociateurs planchaient sur les sujets qui fâchent, sécurité maritime et gestion internationale des dossiers d'environnement. 

Réunis à huis clos à Paris depuis vendredi après-midi, les ministres du G8 ont entamé leur ordre du jour officiel samedi par des discussions sur l'"Afrique" et les "modes de consommation et de production"…..

Pendant ce temps, les hauts fonctionnaires du G8 tentaient de trouver des compromis sur le renforcement de la sécurité maritime et sur le rôle du Programme des nations unies pour l'environnement (PNUE). Français et Allemands souhaitent inscrire ces points dans le communiqué final, attendu dimanche midi à l'issue de la réunion. 

http://www.lefigaro.fr/perm/afp/sci/030426160027.4x3i3u3u.html
General Environment News

"European Alley" in Kiev

Kiev, 21 April.  19 April was celebrated as an Environment Day in Ukraine. 55 lime trees were planted in Kiev as a "European Alley".  55 trees symbolize 55 countries expected to attend the 5th European Conference

"Environment for Europe" scheduled for 21-23 May this year.

http://www.elvisti.com/ecology.shtml
International Environment Forum

Kiev, 24 April.  Scientists, specialists on environment from EECCA are meeting in Kishenev, Moldova, to attend the Regional session of the Global Biodiversity Forum.  They  will present their national programmes on

biodiversity protection and discuss issues of sustainable development of agriculture, integration of biodiversity considerations into different economic sectors, establishment of Pan-European environmental network.

http://www.elvisti.com/ecology.shtml
Ministry of Natural Resources of RF is taking measures to improve road environmental safety.

Moscow, 23 April.  The Ministry of Natural Resources of Russia issued an order to improve motor road environmental safety.  A Task force is set up. All motor roads will be included into a special inventory describing their level of air and water pollution, noise level, impact on flora and fauna. An environmental assessment should be undertaken before the construction and after.  The task is to minimize the negative environmental impact of

motor roads.

Les écologistes impuissants à sauver le léopard de l'Amour

VLADIVOSTOK (AFP) - Les organisations internationales de protection de la nature sont engagées dans une course contre la montre pour sauver le léopard de l'Amour dont il ne reste plus qu'une trentaine d'individus dans les forêts de l'Extrême-Orient russe, mais elles se sentent bien impuissantes. 

De tous les grands félins, le léopard de l'Amour, qui doit son nom au grand fleuve qui borde le nord de la Chine, est l'espèce la plus menacée de disparition dans le monde, selon le site internet de la Wildlife Conservation Society (WCS)….

Mais les grands félins souffrent surtout de leur difficile cohabitation avec l'homme. Notamment avec les éleveurs de cerfs qui apprécient peu les léopards et n'hésitent pas à abattre ceux qui viennent rôder trop près de leurs élevages. Mais c'est surtout le braconnage qui est la plus sérieuse menace à la survie de l'animal, dont la peau et les os sont très prisés dans les pays d'Asie du sud-est.

http://www.lefigaro.fr/perm/afp/sci/030426083821.kurii641.html
_________________________________________________________________________________________

ROWA NEWS BRIEFING

Bahrain
Threat of pollution ruled out

EXPERTS have ruled out pollution as the cause of death for hundreds of tiny fish, found on a patch of coastline near the Muharraq Jetty.

The mass death is an isolated incident and does not pose a threat to Bahrain's marine life, say investigators.

Environmental Affairs authorities have investigated a number of possibilities and have ruled out chemical agents or pollutants as a cause.

About 1,000 of the fish, which have little commercial value, were found on a 14-metre patch of coastline.

Biologist Abdul Qader Khamis said that the most probable cause was that fishermen had caught the fish and then thrown them away

http://www.gulf-daily-news.com/arc_Articles.asp?Article=50176&Sn=BNEW&IssueID=26039

Iraq
Iraq 'urgently needs more medical help'

MORE aid is essential to keep hospitals going in Iraq, says a leading Health Ministry official, who has just returned from Basra.

Although there are few victims of war in the 580-bed Basra general hospital, it is still struggling to cope with increasing numbers of patients

The Iraqi Red Crescent officials pointed out that there was an urgent need to improve sanitation in the area.

Meanwhile, a bulletin issued yesterday by the International Committee of Red Cross (ICRC), through BRCS, said the ICRC team visited local hospitals, following the explosion at an ammunition dump in the Zaafaraniya area of southeast Baghdad.

"The ICRC continues to support Al Rashad Psychiatric Hospital, which was heavily looted and damaged between April 9 and 11.

http://www.gulf-daily-news.com/arc_Articles.asp?Article=50190&Sn=BNEW&IssueID=26039

Oman
Reducing Camels Project

The organizing committee of the reducing camels project held a seminar in Merbat – Oman under the patronage of H.E. Sheikh Mohammed El-Mea’mary with the participation of the committee representatives and number of the concerned people. The Head of the Camel Department talked about the themes and the mechanism of this project which is aiming to reduce 95% of the numbers of Camels in Thafar Mountains 

http://www.omannews.com/mand15.htm
Saudi Arabia
Modern Agriculture Caused a Catastrophe

H.R.H. Prince Soau’d Al-Faisal stressed on the recent human and economic practices that affected seriously the biodiversity, and it may even caused a catastrophe of  extinction just like what happened with dinosaurs 65 million years ago, but these days it’s a human work 

http://www.alyaum.com/issue/page1.php?fldPageID=1
_________________________________________________________________________________________
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M O N D A Y    H I G H L I G H T S
Iraq

*
UN food ships converge on Iraq as health teams fan out across country

*
Irrigation problems could affect grain crop in south, UN agency warns

*
UN moves to assume key role coordinating relief effort

*
UNESCO to co-chair new experts meeting to retrieve looted antiquities

Other news

*
Viet Nam becomes first country to be removed from WHO’s SARS list

*
WHO experts find no under reporting of SARS in Shanghai

*
Security Council hears calls for slower pullout of UN troops from Timor-Leste

*
Assembly’s information committee urged to send message that ‘UN matters’

*
Extend chemical weapons ban treaty to whole world – Annan

*
Officials urge UN body to take steps to ensure sustainable development for all

*
UN human rights chief calls for expanded definition of torture

*
Afghanistan: UN welcomes inauguration of constitutional commission

*
UN military observer killed in landmine accident in DR of Congo

*
Sierra Leone rebel commander pleads innocent to attacks on UN peacekeepers

*
Extension of terms requested for four judges on UN’s Rwanda tribunal

*
On World Safety Day, UN agency calls for workplace culture of health and safety

*
Timor-Leste midwives get UN motorcycles in bid to slash maternal mortality

*
UN support helps double women’s voter registration for elections in Yemen

*
Annan urges international community to remember victims of Chernobyl disaster

* * * * 

Iraq: humanitarian

28 April – United Nations relief agencies reported today that a fleet of food ships was converging on the Middle East in the race to ensure rations for Iraq’s 27 million people next month while local health teams were fanning out inside the country to deliver essential medical supplies.

The UN World Food Programme (WFP) told the daily briefing in Amman, Jordan, on UN humanitarian activities that ships were arriving in the region with tens of thousands of tons of food and staff members were working around Iraq to assess the conditions of silos, mills, warehouses and food agents.

“The WFP logistical machine continues to build up steam as we race to ensure that 27 million Iraqis can again head to the food agents in their neighbourhoods and receive their regular monthly rations in May,” spokesman Khaled Mansour said.

The unloading of 28,500 tons of wheat from the United States, the largest in-kind contribution to the WFP emergency in Iraq, continued in Mersin, Turkey, over the weekend and was expected to be completed tonight. A further 37,000 tons of wheat from Russia purchased under an old contract from the UN Oil-for-Food programme was scheduled to begin unloading tomorrow in the port of Toros, also in Turkey.

An Oil-for-Food shipment of 32,500 tons of food reached Aqaba, Jordan, yesterday from Thailand, while a second Oil-for-Food shipment of 50,000 tons of wheat grain from Australia arrived there on Saturday. Since the war, the UN Security Council has entrusted Secretary-General Kofi Annan with administering humanitarian supplies from the programme, under which Iraq was allowed to use a portion of its oil revenues for food and medical purchases.

For its part the World Health Organization (WHO) said it was rapidly expanding its work around Iraq, from Mosul and Kirkuk in the north, to Tikrit, Diyala, Baghdad, Nasiriya and Basra in the south.

“WHO’s national staff – 327 – have been working flat out to support the re-establishment of the health situation in Iraq,” spokesperson Fadela Chaib told the briefing. She added that where needed, WHO was coordinating delivery of essential supplies and equipment, and was on the alert to detect and respond to disease outbreaks. The agency was also carefully monitoring hospital security, the status of essential services including water and electricity, and the overall condition of health facilities.

As an example, Ms. Chaib cited a recent urgent request from Yarmouk hospital in Baghdad for insulin, as the hospital had completely run out of the life-saving medication for diabetes. WHO in Jordan purchased 600 vials – each vial lasts a patient two to four weeks – rented a taxi and sent it back to Baghdad, ensuring replenishment of stocks only hours after the initial request. The Jordan office has 2,500 more vials of insulin ready to go.

The UN Humanitarian Coordinator for Iraq (UNOHCI) said water was now available in Baghdad but at very low pressure and households needed to collect it from the main tap, normally located next to the main door, and boil it before drinking. Water supply was gradually improving, but chemicals for water treatment were in short supply.

Spokesperson Veronique Taveau said a UN inter-agency mission reached Basra, Iraq’s second largest city, yesterday to carry out a humanitarian assessment. The situation there was improving but still tense, she added. Water supply remained inadequate in many areas, garbage collection was problematic and there were occasional blackouts. All hospitals were functional and protected by the military and 50 per cent of staff were reporting to work.

The UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) said some schools in the south were reopening but in many cases, it was simply not possible yet. As an example, spokesman Simon Ingram cited Az-Zubair, where out of 124 schools five were completely destroyed in the war and 40 more were thoroughly looted. UNICEF was helping to make up the shortages by distributing “school-in-a-box” kits, each of which provides basic classroom materials for up to 80 children.

“It’s a start, but only a start,” Mr. Ingram added.

* * *

Iraq: humanitarian

28 April – Although at least one-third of Iraq’s critical spring grain crop appears to have emerged unscathed from the recent conflict, the fate of the bulk of the winter crop of cereals, some 1.2 million tons of sorely needed wheat and barley, remains in doubt, the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) warned today.

Basing its preliminary assessment on reports received from national staff in Iraq, the FAO reports that in the three northern governorates of Erbil, Dohuk and Suleimaniyah, most farmers were not displaced during the conflict and are thus well placed to begin harvesting their crops in a few weeks. But in the south, where crops depend on irrigation, loss of power to run pumping networks may cause problems.

The northern governorates are expected to produce between 30 and 35 per cent of this year’s total estimated crop of 1.7 million tons of grain, the agency said in a statement in Rome. If the harvest there proceeds on schedule, it will help alleviate food shortages by producing more than 500,000 tons of wheat and barley, enough to fill at least 20,000 truckloads that would otherwise have to be imported.

But the situation is less clear in the centre and south, especially in grain growing regions south of Baghdad between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, where another third of the cereal crop is cultivated. While still too early to predict the loss of the Euphrates valley crop of wheat, barley and rice, there may well be difficulties, according to FAO.

Unlike the rain-fed northern crop, the south depends entirely on irrigation, which is in turn heavily reliant on electricity and fuel supply to run the pumping networks. There are similar difficulties with the spring crop of vegetables in the south, also entirely dependent on irrigation.

* * *

Iraq: humanitarian

 
27 April – The United Nations is preparing to assume a central role coordinating international efforts aimed at providing aid to war-ravaged Iraq, a spokesman for the world body said today.

“We will do whatever we can to assist the Iraqi people in an independent and impartial manner,” Nejib Friji told reporters in Amman, Jordan. “We are trying to move back into Iraq as fast as we can, and several international staff have already been deployed.”

“But,” he added, “we can only work effectively once the occupying power can assure us that conditions are right for the return of our staff.”

The spokesman also noted that beyond the humanitarian role, the UN could act only with a mandate from the Security Council, and called on that body’s 15 members to “heal their divisions and find common ground.” In particular, he stressed the need to reaffirm the sovereignty, political independence and territorial integrity of Iraq, as well as the right of the country’s people to freely determine their own system of government and political leadership, as well as to control their own natural resources.

In addition, Mr. Friji emphasized the need to help the people of Iraq establish conditions for a normal life, and to put an end to the country’s isolation. Any role for the UN must be matched by the necessary resources, he said, adding that of primary importance is “the need to give pride of place, in all our thinking, to the rights and interests of the Iraqi people.”

“The Secretary-General believes that serious efforts are underway in the Security Council to heal the rifts over Iraq, which will help restore normalcy in the country and allow the international community to assist the Iraqi people in rebuilding their State,” Mr. Friji said. “Renewed cooperation in the Council will not only improve the situation in Iraq but help tackle other major challenges such as Israel-Palestine, Afghanistan, the fight against terrorism and the struggle against poverty.” 

Meanwhile, the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) today reported that diarrhoeal illness has broken out at a hospital in one of Baghdad’s poorest suburbs, with 300 cases – many of them children – admitted in the space of three hours. Simon Ingram, a spokesman for the agency, said this incident serves to highlight the need for safe water throughout Iraq, but pointed out that instead, “we are faced with the very real possibility that in the south of the country at least, water treatment plants will very soon run out of supplies of the chemicals needed to make raw water supplies safe to drink.”

Unless urgent steps are taken to rectify this, a dramatic escalation in the incidence of diarrhoeal disease may be unavoidable,” he warned.

In a separate development, a spokesman for the UN High Commissioner for the Refugees (UNHCR) said even as that agency helps Iraqis who have fled their country, it is preparing for their voluntary repatriation when conditions permit.

“UNHCR is shifting its primary focus from contingency preparations for a possible refugee influx into neighbouring States to laying the groundwork for the eventual return of hundreds of thousands of Iraqi refugees,” said Peter Kessler. As part of that process, UNHCR has developed a preliminary repatriation and reintegration plan for up to half a million Iraqi refugees.

“When the political climate is right and we see an environment that’s conducive to voluntary return – and I should emphasize that we’re a long way from that right now – UNHCR wants to be ready,” said Mr. Kessler. In the interim, the agency “is still asking governments to temporarily halt any forced returns of rejected Iraqi asylum seekers and provide appropriate complementary forms of protection to Iraqis,” he added.

* * * 

Iraq: cultural heritage

28 April – In their second such meeting in less than two weeks in the effort to salvage Iraq’s looted antiquities, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) and top international experts will gather in London tomorrow to consolidate their plans.

The session, co-chaired by UNESCO’s Assistant Director-General for Culture, Mounir Bouchenaki and the Director of the British Museum, Neil MacGregor, will discuss ways to fight illicit trafficking in Iraqi cultural property, notably within the framework of the 1970 Convention on the Means of Prohibiting and Preventing the Illicit Import, Export and Transfer of Ownership of Cultural Property, for which UNESCO is responsible.

The participants, including curators of the largest collections of Mesopotamian antiquities outside Iraq from the Hermitage Museum in St. Petersburg, the Middle East Museum in Berlin, the Louvre in Paris, the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York and the British Museum, will try to work out the best ways to rapidly help their colleagues in Baghdad and, in the longer term, curators and archaeologists in other parts of the country.

“I am very pleased to see, once again, the exemplary way in which heritage conservation professionals have mobilized to try to save Iraq’s cultural property,” UNESCO Director-General Koïchiro Matsuura says in a message that Mr. Bouchenaki is scheduled to deliver to the meeting. “I would like this meeting to study all possible means of ensuring the restitution of artefacts stolen from Iraqi museums. The treasures of Iraq’s cultural heritage, which bear witness to a particularly fertile history, are irreplaceable for the world scientific community, but even more so for the Iraqi people, for the conservation of their cultural identity and their confidence in the future.”

The session follows up recommendations made at the first experts meeting at UNESCO headquarters on 17 April in Paris in the wake of the looting of major museums, libraries and other Iraqi cultural centres, principally in Baghdad and Mosul, with the loss of priceless antiquities stretching back 7,000 years.

That meeting called for an immediate ban on international trade in Iraqi cultural heritage and for an international effort to help Iraq’s cultural institutions.

* * *

SARS

28 April – Viet Nam, where Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) was first identified, today became the first nation to be removed from the list of countries with local transmission of the deadly new disease, the United Nations health agency announced.

The World Health Organization (WHO) said the decision followed careful monitoring of Viet Nam’s current situation, in which there had been no new reported cases since 8 April and no cases of spread to other countries. “Viet Nam has stopped the outbreak within its borders,” said Pascale Brudon, WHO’s Representative to the country.

The absence of new cases for a continuous 20-day period was an encouraging indicator that appropriate detection and protection measures, as recommended by WHO, can contain outbreaks and prevent their further spread, the agency said in a statement. As of 26 April there had been 4,836 cases of SARS, 293 of them fatal, in 26 countries.  

“Viet Nam has effectively worked in partnership with other governments, WHO and WHO’s partners to stop its outbreak of SARS,” David Heymann, Executive Director of the WHO’s Communicable Diseases Cluster, said. “We are pleased that other countries in the region with local transmission of SARS are also following appropriate detection and protection measures, and cooperating with each other to do so.”

Viet Nam was the second country to suffer a SARS outbreak after China, where SARS began in Guangdong Province in mid-November. But the ailment was first identified by Carlo Urbani, a WHO infectious disease specialist, who alerted the world when cases of an unusual and severe respiratory illness began appearing among health staff treating a Chinese-American businessman at the French Hospital in Hanoi.

The patient’s recent travel history had included trips to Guangdong. By 20 March, at least 22 staff at the Hanoi hospital were ill with influenza-like symptoms and 20 had signs of pneumonia, two of them in serious condition. The businessman died in Hong Kong on 13 March and Dr. Urbani died in Thailand on 29 March.

WHO said Viet Nam was one of several countries affected by local transmission that have conscientiously implemented detection and protection measures including prompt identification of persons with SARS, their movements and contacts; effective isolation of SARS patients in hospitals; appropriate protection of medical staff treating these patients; comprehensive identification and isolation of suspected SARS cases; exit screening of international travellers; timely and accurate reporting and sharing of information with other authorities and/or governments.

* * *

SARS

28 April – A team of experts from the United Nations World Health Organization (WHO) has concluded that the case burden of the Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) in Shanghai is not higher than officially reported, saying it found no evidence of systematic underreporting during a preliminary assessment.

The six-person team has been in the Shanghai since last Monday at the invitation of city authorities, WHO said, examining the SARS surveillance and reporting system, and visiting 10 health facilities and three district Centres for Disease Control.

The experts said they were given free access to all requested data, patient registries and facilities visited on very short notice. They are continuing to assess the SARS situation there, but in their preliminary report presented on Saturday concluded that reporting of cases appeared to be “open, frank, and accurate.”

In addition, the level of preparedness and response was good, the WHO team said. Over the past three to four weeks, authorities designated two hospitals as dedicated to the treatment of SARS patients and set up cough and fever clinics.

Many questions, however, remain about why Shanghai has been spared a SARS outbreak on the scale of that seen in Beijing, the experts stated. Had a larger number of cases occurred, it is not certain whether the systems presently in place would have been able to cope.

As of Saturday, there have been 4,836 cases of SARS, resulting in 293 deaths, in 26 countries.

* * *

Timor-Leste

28 April – The head of the United Nations mission in Timor-Leste told the Security Council today that a new timetable for the gradual withdrawal of UN peacekeepers was critically important in addressing the criminally and politically motivated threats to security in that country.

“A surge in violence at this time could potentially generate a demoralizing psychological apprehension in the population of a recrudescence of violence,” Kamalesh Sharma, head of the UN Mission of Support in East Timor (UNMISET), said in an open briefing to the Council shortly before it is to decide on a one-year extension of the operation’s mandate.

In making the case for reinforcing the abilities of the local police force and a gradual drawdown of UN peacekeepers, Mr. Sharma elaborated on the latest report on UNMISET by Secretary-General Kofi Annan in which he notes that the worsening security situation is the most striking development in the country since his previous report of 6 November 2002.

Mr. Sharma said the risk of civil disorder appeared to be part of a strategy by the perpetrators to try and instigate numerous such incidents simultaneously across the entire country in order to encourage a perception of a crisis in governance and instil a fear of returning social disorder.

“The slower drawdown of the UNMISET military component would contribute to reducing the threat posed by such groups, while also ensuring that the police forces have adequate time to develop,” he told the Council, which also heard from the representatives of some 20 countries.

Despite these threats to security, the country, with UNMISET support, is now on the path where it can quickly respond to such situations and work towards eventually dismantling such threats through appropriate security, political and economic measures, Mr. Sharma stated.

“Timor-Leste should proceed on its chosen path, reflecting the central importance of an ethos of governance based on the rule of law – the judiciary has to move swiftly to win public confidence – personal freedoms and universal principles of human rights, with faith and persistence,” he said. “The UN will continue to be an ally in this journey.”

Ambassador José Luis Guterres of Timor-Leste said the violence of last December and the subsequent terrorist activities of January this year created some fears about the country’s future security. However, the firm and transparent response of the United Nations and his Government provided reassurance and had reasserted confidence and stability. UNMISET had been and continued to be effective, he added. Much progress had been made in the capacity building of Timorese police and military. Timor-Lest fully endorsed the Secretary-General’s recommendation about the further extension of the mission’s mandate.

* * *

Committee on Information

28 April – A top United Nations official today urged the UN’s Committee on Information to send a strong message to the General Assembly and the world that the Organization mattered and its voice must be heard at a time of increasing divisions between peoples and cultures.

Opening the Committee’s 2003 session, Under-Secretary-General for Communication and Public Information Shashi Tharoor said the panel was meeting at a time when the recent and ongoing events in Iraq had seriously challenged the United Nations. Questions had been raised about the Organization’s future. Some had declared that the United Nations was “irrelevant,” while others were genuinely concerned about a perceived failure by the UN to prevent the war and the consequent weakening of the Organization.

The Committee, which makes recommendations to the Assembly on the policy and activities of the Department of Public Information (DPI), is scheduled to meet through 9 May on a number of other major issues, including the strengthening of multilingualism at the United Nations, reviewing the closing of United Nations Information Centres and the impact of radio broadcasts.
Faced with the great challenge of finding ways to increase awareness and understanding of the UN’s multiple roles in the Iraq crisis, the Department of Public Information (DPI) had succeeded in conveying the message that success or failure in any one area, however important, did not “make or break” the United Nations, Mr. Tharoor said. Ensuring that the immediacy of the situation in Iraq did not overwhelm communication of what the United Nations was doing in other areas had been no less challenging.

While he said he could not speak of a “new DPI,” he could speak of a “renewed DPI.” There had been a great deal of change over the last year regarding the Department’s activities and implementation of the Committee’s recommendations. DPI had further refined its mission, which was “to help fulfil the substantive purposes of the United Nations by strategically communicating the activities and concerns of the Organization to achieve the greatest public impact.”

Committee Chairman Iftekhar Ahmed Chowdhury of Bangladesh said the Committee was meeting against the matrix of an extraordinarily trying time, in which the resolve and commitment that had originally led to the creation of the United Nations was being tested. The session also coincided with an important period of reform of the Organization. The Committee thus had the onerous responsibility to ensure that the voice of the United Nations was heard around the world, through both traditional and the latest online technologies.

Speaking on behalf of the Group of 77 developing countries and China (G-77), the representative of Morocco, Mohamed Bennouna, said DPI’s dynamic role was to both be informed and inform. It must be strong, reactivated and restructured, with the capacity to elaborate coherent communication strategies, which allowed the developing world to benefit from the new communications technologies, he said. Restructuring, however, should not be at the expense of the communications programmes concerning development, conflict prevention, poverty eradication, HIV/AIDS, dialogue among civilizations, and the wide-ranging needs of Africa.

Acknowledging DPI’s “courageous” efforts to meet the demands of an efficiency-oriented environment, George Psiachas, the representative of Greece, on behalf of the European Union, said the extraordinary opportunity provided by the Department’s new strategic direction would maximize the use of its resources and enhance its political visibility. With its new organizational structure – launched on 1 November 2002 – DPI now had all the necessary tools to carry out is mandates. Prioritization of activities was crucial, and the Department should present its proposals in a clear, strategic and measurable way.

* * *

Chemical weapons treaty

28 April – Warning against complacency with progress so far achieved by the treaty banning chemical weapons, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today urged that it be extended beyond its current 151 members to all nations in the world and that enough funds be provided to accelerate complete chemical disarmament.

“Recent events have made clear the urgent need to ensure the complete universality of the treaty,” Mr. Annan said in a message to the First Review Conference of the States Parties to the Chemical Weapons Convention (CWC) in The Hague.

“The need to accelerate the process of chemical disarmament requires added financial assistance from the international community. A solemn commitment by States parties to the full implementation and further strengthening of all provisions of the Convention is needed to give new impetus to the realization of its goals,” he added in the message, which was delivered in Geneva on his behalf by Enrique Roman-Morey, Director, Department of Disarmament Affairs.

Mr. Annan welcomed this first review conference in the almost six years that the treaty had been in force as an important milestone in multilateral efforts to eliminate an entire class of weapons of mass destruction under stringent international verification. “The importance of the global process of chemical disarmament cannot be overstated,” he said.

Noting reduced stockpiles, tighter controls over materials and technology used to make such weapons, an intrusive verification system and enhanced export controls, he added: “Needless to say, progress in all these areas will also help enormously in alleviating the danger of chemical weapons falling into the hands of terrorists.”

But Mr. Annan warned: “We cannot, however, afford to be complacent.”

He stressed the vital confidence-building role played by the CWC in international society, with its ability to allow its States parties to satisfy themselves that others are not seeking to acquire such weapons. “The Convention thus serves a practical goal of enhancing security, a moral goal of eliminating one of the world's most cruel and inhumane weapons, and a political goal of establishing a common forum for reaffirming and strengthening the global taboo on such weapons,” he declared.

Among its tasks, the conference will assess the current process of destruction of declared arsenals.

* * *
Sustainable development

28 April – As world environment and resource management ministers gathered in New York today to open a key United Nations forum on sustainable development, top UN officials stressed that concrete steps must be taken towards achieving “responsible prosperity” for all.

In an address to the opening high-level segment of the eleventh session of the Commission on Sustainable Development, Klaus Töpfer, Executive Director of the UN Environment Programme (UNEP), said the way to ensure responsible prosperity for all – and especially for the poorest of the poor – was for governments to make real efforts to eradicate poverty and bridge the sizeable gap in world consumption patterns.  

The Commission’s current session, set to run through 9 May, marks its first formal meeting since the 2002 World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD) in Johannesburg, South Africa. As the chief UN body considering ways to integrate the three dimensions of sustainable development – economic growth, social development and environmental protection – the Commission will focus on its own future work in translating into reality the commitments made at that landmark conference.

Mr. Töpfer said the WSSD had provided the international community a new chance to push forward environmental agreements. The Summit’s Implementation Plan, which contained over 30 concrete tables and targets, had also produced a 10-year programme for sustainable development and consumption, a clean fuel initiative and other clear, concrete partnership activities, he added. 

While the outcome of the WSSD had been encouraging, the breadth of the Plan clearly underscored that a huge disparity still existed between commitments made and action taken to implement them, Mr. Töpfer said. “This critical issue should be considered during the Commission’s current session, as well as in the future,” he said, adding that, “the international community must decide on a reliable framework to bring all available resources together in new efforts at implementation.” 

The UN Under-Secretary General for Economic and Social Affairs, Nitin Desai, said the challenge was to ensure the Summit implementation was adequately monitored and effectively integrated into sustainable development processes already underway, such as poverty reduction strategies implemented at the national level. “The United Nations must focus its energies on providing strong, visible, coordinated and coherent follow-up within the Organization’s system,” he said. 

Introducing Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s report on Summit follow-up and the Commission’s future role in implementation, Mr. Desai also stressed that the pursuit of sustainable development must in many ways be a political process, reflecting the interests and concerns of future consumers and the equitable and fair distribution of goods. 

Efforts to achieve sustainable development involved policy-making, academic research and practical action carried out by governments, academia, civil society and the business sector, he said, adding that “the Commission must draw on its strengths to bring these diverse actors together to ensure effective and timely implementation.”

* * *

Torture

28 April – Declaring the current definition of torture in international conventions too vague, the top United Nations human rights official said today his office would submit an expanded definition that would show how to draw a line – a red line – that made clear that certain acts were not acceptable.
Even as it now stood in Article 1 of the Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment (CAT), the definition was not known as widely as it should be, UN High Commissioner for Human Rights Sergio Vieira de Mello said in an opening address to the spring session of the Committee against Torture in Geneva.

Although the Committee frequently advised countries to include that definition in their penal law, far too many had not done so, he added. Encouraging the Committee in its efforts to change that, he said he felt it was necessary to go beyond the definition contained in the Convention since it was still too vague, as he was sure all would agree. He hoped to submit to the Committee at its next session a contribution from his office on how to expand the definition.

Article 1 of the Convention, adopted and opened for signature, ratification and accession by the UN General Assembly on 10 December 1984 and entering into force 26 June 1987, defines the term torture to mean “any act by which severe pain or suffering, whether physical or mental, is intentionally inflicted on a person for such purposes as obtaining from him or a third person information or a confession, punishing him for an act he or a third person has committed or is suspected of having committed, or intimidating or coercing him or a third person, or for any reason based on discrimination of any kind, when such pain or suffering is inflicted by or at the instigation of or with the consent or acquiescence of a public official or other person acting in an official capacity. It does not include pain or suffering arising only from, inherent in or incidental to lawful sanctions.”

Mr. Vieira de Mello said the world was living in a period where the principles and norms enshrined in the international human rights instruments were becoming ever more relevant. It was vital to spread information on the contents of these instruments and to ensure that they were implemented, he added.

* * *

Afghanistan

 
27 April – Hailing the achievement of another political milestone in Afghanistan’s transition to democracy, the United Nations today renewed its pledge of full support for the process.

“The United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA) wholeheartedly welcomes the inauguration yesterday of the Constitutional Review Commission,” spokesman David Singh said in a statement on behalf of UNAMA chief Lakhdar Brahimi.

The Commission’s mandate is to conduct public consultations throughout the country and abroad in order to ascertain the aspirations of Afghans with regard to their future constitution – a task the spokesman described as “historic and challenging.” Based on the results of this effort, the 35-member body will review the work of the Drafting Commission and prepare the Draft Constitution to be submitted to the Constitutional Loya Jirga tribal council in October.

“The Mission acknowledges the efforts of the Islamic Transitional Administration of Afghanistan to ensure that the Commission represents the regional, ethnic, professional and religious diversity of the Afghan nation and the full participation of women in the constitution-making process,” said Mr. Singh, highlighting the fact that the Commission has staff deployed in all Afghan provinces as well as in Iran and Pakistan to prepare the ground for the public consultation scheduled to start in late May.

“The international community is honoured to provide assistance for this process,” said the spokesman. “We are aware of the difficulties the 35 commissioners will face over the next five months,” he added. “But this process can make a unique contribution not only to the building of a more representative state but also to the forging of stronger national unity.”

Also today, UNAMA and the Afghan Independent Human Rights Commission (AIHRC) issued a joint statement condemning “in the strongest possible terms” those who perpetrated human rights abuses – and their commanders – during violent clashes in the Bala Murghab District of Badghis province.

“We urge the Governor of Badghis and the local police to exercise all possible influence to end these violations; to arrest the perpetrators and bring them to justice; as well as to take all other necessary measures to prevent the recurrence of similar events,” the statement said, stressing that those who were wounded and those whose relatives were killed or had houses and property looted or destroyed must receive adequate compensation.

UNAMA and the AIHRC also urged the Central Government to “pay attention to the civilian population of the area and to its basic needs; as well as to take concrete measures to correct both short- and long-term oppressive socioeconomic practices.”

The joint assessment, carried out from 16 to 20 April, drew information from village elders and local human rights activists which pointed to “extremely serious violations of human rights” before and during the recent armed conflict. According to those reports, in Akazi village, 38 civilians died while 761 homes and 21 shops were looted. 

Reports further state that a coalition of local factions pursuing Juma Khan and his troops executed 26 individuals whose bodies were found with their hands tied behind their backs. According to interlocutors, there was an already established pattern of human rights violations in Bala Murghab prior to the recent fighting which may have even triggered the conflict. Those refusing to comply with extortionist demands were “labelled as Taliban.”

The AIHRC and UNAMA observed “gross neglect” of the local population, including extremely high levels of illiteracy and a total absence of infrastructure as well as qualified teachers. “The population does not complain to the local authorities out of fear that this would only exacerbate their abusive behaviour,” said the AIHRC and UNAMA, pledging continued investigation of the human rights violations in Badghis.

* * * 
DR of Congo

28 April – A United Nations military observer was killed and another seriously injured this weekend when their vehicle drove over a landmine in northeastern Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC).

According to the UN Organization Mission in the DRC (MONUC), the incident occurred Saturday morning when the two observers drove over a mine at Komanda, 60 kilometres southwest of Bunia. The injured observer was evacuated to Kisangani for treatment.

An investigation is under way with a view to establishing the circumstances surrounding the accident, the second of its kind since the deployment of MONUC observers in the DRC in November 1999.

Meanwhile, in what MONUC hailed as an important step forward in the peace process, the official Congolese Rally for Democracy-Goma (RCD-G) delegation to the Commission de Suivi arrived in Kinshasa yesterday – their first visit to the capital since the conflict broke out in 1998.

The official visit marks the end of nearly two weeks of intense negotiations in both Kinshasa and Goma led by MONUC chief Amos Namanga Ngongi. UN observers escorted the RCD-G leaders, who are expected to discuss the implementation of a power-sharing deal with government representatives, political parties and other rebel groups.

In early April, all sides gave final approval to the creation of a new constitution and comprehensive multi-party administration, which will lead to the holding of elections after a two-year transition period. UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan has hailed the agreement as offering the “best chance” for the Congolese people to restore peace after nearly five years of civil war.

* * *

Sierra Leone

28 April – A former rebel commander during Sierra Leone’s decade-long civil war has pleaded innocent to 17 counts of crimes against humanity – including four attacks against United Nations peacekeepers.

In his initial appearance last Friday before the UN-backed Special Court for Sierra Leone, Augustine Gbao pleaded not guilty to charges of crimes against humanity, and declared that he did not have money to pay for his defence. The 17 separate charges, which include rape and murder as well as the attacks against the peacekeepers, also relate to other serious violations of humanitarian law and the Geneva Conventions.

According to its rules, the Court will pay for Mr. Gbao’s defence until an investigation into his financial standing has been completed. In the meantime, the Court appointed Andreas O’Shea, a barrister from the United Kingdom, to lead Mr. Gbao’s defence team.

Sierra Leone’s tribunal differs from those of set up by the Security Council for Rwanda and the former Yugoslavia in that its proceedings will be held in the country and include a mix of local and international prosecutors and judges. The court was created by an agreement between the UN and the Government to indict and try those considered to have the greatest responsibility for war crimes committed during 10 years of brutal conflict.

* * * 

Rwanda Tribunal

28 April – The President of the United Nations International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR) has asked that the expiring term of office of four permanent judges be extended to allow them to complete cases they are currently hearing.

The request by Judge Navanethem Pillay was transmitted in a letter by Secretary-General Kofi Annan to the Security Council and General Assembly, which notes that the terms of office of 11 of the Tribunal’s permanent judges will expire on 24 May. The four judges were among those who did not stand for re-election or were not re-elected by the Assembly to new terms beginning 25 May.

Mr. Annan says the four judges are currently hearing cases that will continue beyond that date, and that new trials would have to be held if they are not allowed to continue to adjudicate in those cases, which, save for one, are well advanced.

The legal and financial consequences of discontinuing would be severe and, “could cause serious prejudice to the accused and have a significant negative impact on the Tribunal’s completion strategy,” Mr. Annan stresses.

The four judges concerned are Pavel Dolenc, Yakov Arkadyevich Ostrovsky, Winston Churchill Matanzima Maqutu and Judge Pillay herself, who was elected to serve on the newly established International Criminal Court earlier this year.

* * *

World Safety Day

28 April – With 5,000 workers dying every day from work-related diseases and accidents for an annual total of two million, the United Nations labour agency dedicated this year’s World Day for Safety and Health today to a call for a strong safety and health culture in all enterprises.

“A strong safety and health culture in all enterprises is a key step towards both preventing occupational deaths and diseases and tackling related effects of globalization,” the International Labour Organization (ILO) said in a statement in Geneva.

It added that globalization was affecting occupational safety and health in a variety of ways, some positive, and some negative.

“The World Day for Safety and Health at Work is intended to focus international attention on the magnitude of the problem and how promoting and creating a safety and health culture can help to reduce the number of work-related deaths each year,” ILO said. “Because decent work is safe work.”

Each year, two million lives and $1.25 trillion of the global economy are lost to work-related accidents and illnesses, according to a report released by ILO to mark the Day. The report, entitled “Safety in numbers,” also says that on average, working lives are cut by about five years due to work hazards or early retirements caused by disability.

“Injury and disease are not ‘all in a day’s work.’ Fatalities, accidents and illness at work can be prevented,” ILO Director-General Juan Somavia said in a statement in the lead up to the Day. “We must promote a new ‘safety culture’ in the workplace – wherever work is done – backed by appropriate national policies and programmes to make workplaces safer and healthier for us all.”

To mark the Day, thousands of workers and employers around the world were expected to participate in activities to draw attention to workplace hazards.

* * *

Timor-Leste

28 April – The United Nations has given Timor-Leste’s midwives 80 motorcycles in a bid to extend their reach to remote rural areas and cut the highest level of maternal deaths in the Asia and the Pacific region.

Expanding midwife services is among the main health objectives of the newly independent state and is particularly crucial in a country with a maternal death rate estimated at 850 per 100,000 live births, the UN Population Fund (UNFPA) said. It is estimated that only one quarter of all deliveries in Timor-Leste are currently attended by a trained midwife, and increasing the number of midwife-assisted deliveries will help lower maternal death rates.

“The problem is that there are just not enough midwives in the country,” Daniel Baker, UNFPA Chief of Operations in Timor-Leste, said during a handover ceremony in the capital, Dili, last week. “Because the areas that the midwives service are often very extensive, with many remote locales, we can only make a difference if we can expand their outreach.  That is what these motorbikes are meant to do – to give midwives, especially rural midwives, the opportunity to carry out more pre- and post-natal care visits and to enable them to reach women in remote locations at the time of delivery.”

* * *

Yemen

28 April – Registration by women voters for elections over the weekend in Yemen saw a 100 per cent increase from previous polls, according to the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP).

On Sunday, Yemen held its third parliamentary elections – with help from UNDP and the Netherlands, which co-chaired a project to provide technical assistance – since unification in 1990. The balloting took place despite speculation that it might be postponed due to the uncertain security climate stemming, in part, from the war in Iraq.

According to the UN Electoral Assistance Division, which is currently helping close to 50 electoral processes worldwide, the polls attracted interest from electoral authorities in the region, including the Palestinian Central Election Commission.

UNDP has a programme that helps ensure the credibility of the electoral process in many countries across the world by co-coordinating international observers and facilitating negotiations between political parties and civil society, as well as advancing electoral reforms and supporting development of database systems that manage voter registration.

* * *

Chernobyl

26 April – The United Nations Secretary-General, Kofi Annan, today made a special plea to the international community to remember the victims of the Chernobyl nuclear reactor explosion 17 years ago in Ukraine – an event which devastated the lives and health of many people for generations to come.

“For the last 17 years, millions of people in Belarus, the Russian Federation and Ukraine have lived with a daily reminder of the moment that changed their lives forever,” said in a statement issued by a UN spokesman in New York to commemorate the accident.

“The tragic legacy of Chernobyl will remain with them, and their descendants, for generations to come,” the statement said of the explosion’s long-term consequences to the health and welfare of the residents.

The Secretary-General called on donors to respond generously in a joint demonstration that Chernobyl will never be forgotten, according to the statement. He also reiterated the commitment of the UN system – in partnership with non-governmental organizations (NGOs) – to help the governments and people of the affected States “to forge ahead on the path to recovery.”

Yesterday, at the Twelfth International Conference on Chernobyl, held in New York, Ambassador Valeriy Kuchynsky of Ukraine stressed the special significance of the UN’s role in strengthening international cooperation to mitigate and minimize the disaster’s consequences.

While a number of events have taken place since the adoption last year of the UN’s new strategy on Chernobyl, Ambassador Kuchynsky noted that much of the pledges of relief and recovery assistance for the disaster’s victims have remained unfulfilled.

“What the victims of Chernobyl need is a concrete help, not rhetoric or exciting projects on paper,” he said. “The world community cannot afford weakening its efforts with a job half done. We should maintain the momentum, provided by the new UN strategy, and take real action for the sake of present and future generations.”

* *** *

_________________________________________________________________________________________

DAILY PRESS BRIEFING BY THE OFFICE OF THE SPOKESMAN FOR THE SECRETARY-GENERAL

                      AND THE SPOKESMAN FOR THE GENERAL ASSEMBLY PRESIDENT

           Following is a near-verbatim transcript of today’s noon briefing by Fred Eckhard, Spokesman for the

     Secretary-General, and Richard Sydenham, Spokesman for the General Assembly President.

           Good Afternoon.

           **Iraq -- Humanitarian

           UN international staff continue to return to various parts of Iraq.  The UN humanitarian spokesman in Amman,Jordan said today that a team arrived in Basra yesterday.  They report that water supply remains inadequate there, but that all hospitals are functional and protected by military, with about 50 per cent of staff reporting to work.

           As we reported last week, UN international staff returned to the north of the country, where they continue to re-establish contact with local authority, as well as with the national staff.

           The UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) said it is sending more supply trucks from Iran into Iraq.  In addition to  water trucks, UNICEF is also bringing in 40 tons of high protein biscuits and medical supplies bound for Baghdad.  

           Meanwhile, the World Food Programme (WFP) continues to oversee the delivery of food into the country with  a number of ships docking at ports in Turkey and Jordan.  WFP staff are also trying to reactivate the network of food  agents, so that some 27 million Iraqis can receive their monthly food ration. As of 26 April, WFP food deliveries have reached 55,273 metric tons.  This is enough food for nearly 4 million Iraqis for one month. 

           Lastly, the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) in Rome today conducted their first preliminary

     assessment on crop production in Iraq.  At least one-third of Iraq's critical spring grain crop appears to have emerged unscathed from the conflict, they report.  FAO, however, warned that the fate of the bulk of the winter crop of cereals,  some 1.2 million tonnes of sorely needed wheat and barley, still remains in doubt.  For more information on these and  other items, please pick-up the Amman briefing notes.

           **Security Council

           The Security Council is holding consultations this morning to discuss Liberia. The Assistant

     Secretary-General for Political Affairs Tuliameni Kalomoh briefed Council members on the Secretary-General’s recent  report on Liberia, which we flagged for you on Friday.

           Then, at 3:30 p.m., the Council will hold a public meeting on Timor-Leste.  The Secretary-General’s Special Representative Kamalesh Sharma is expected to introduce the latest report of the Secretary-General on Timor-Leste,  in which he appealed to the Council to extend the mandate of the UN Mission by another year.

           **SARS

           The World Health Organization announced that the outbreak of Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome, or

     SARS, in Viet Nam has remained stable for 18 consecutive days.  If the trend continues, the country will be removed from the list of affected areas, making it the  first country to contain its SARS outbreak.  The WHO team in Viet Nam, however, cautioned against a lapse in the current high state of alert, saying the risk of a single imported case could start another outbreak.

           The WHO expert team in Shanghai has released a preliminary report of their findings on SARS.  The team  was given free access to all requested data, patient registries and facilities, which were visited on very short notice. 

     There was no evidence found of a systematic underreporting of cases, and it was concluded that the level of

     preparedness and response was good.  The team also found a very high level of government commitment to tackle the  SARS problem.

           The latest statistics indicate a total of 4,836 cases with 293 deaths in 26 countries.  We have a press release  with more.

           **Afghanistan

           The UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA) welcomed the inauguration of the Constitutional Review Commission on Saturday.  The Commission's mandate is to conduct public consultations throughout the country and

     abroad in order to ascertain the aspirations of Afghans with regard to their future constitution.  Based on the results of  this effort, the 35-member body will review the work of the Drafting Commission and prepare the Draft Constitution to be submitted to the Constitutional Loya Jirga tribal council in October.

           In a statement, the UN mission acknowledges the efforts of the Administration of Afghanistan to ensure that  the Commission represents the regional, ethnic, professional and religious diversity of the Afghan nation and the full participation of women in the constitution-making process.

           Also in Afghanistan, the UN mission and the Afghan Independent Human Rights Commission issued a joint statement condemning “in the strongest possible terms” those who perpetrated human rights abuses during violent clashes in Badghis province, in which 38 civilians died while 761 homes and 21 shops were looted.  There are more details in the briefing notes from Kabul. 

           **DRC

           In the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), a military observer of the UN Mission (MONUC) there was killed Saturday morning, and another seriously injured as their vehicle drove over a landmine at Komanda, 60  kilometres south-west of Bunia.

           An investigation is under way with a view to establishing the circumstances surrounding the accident, which is the second of its kind since the deployment of MONUC observers in the DRC in November 1999.

           Also in the DRC, the official Congolese Rally for Democracy-Goma (RCD-G) delegation to the Follow-up Commission arrived in Kinshasa on 27 April, their first visit to the capital since the conflict broke out in 1998.  Its arrival  was escorted and monitored by the UN Mission in the DRC which greeted the event as an important step forward in the peace process.  The development was brought about after intensive negotiations by the Special Representative of  the Secretary-General, Amos Namanga Ngongi, over the past few weeks in both Kinshasa and Goma.

           **Sierra Leone Court

           Last Friday, the Special Court for Sierra Leone held its first hearing in the trial of Augustine Gbao, who stands accused of crimes against humanity and violations of the Geneva Conventions, including murder and rape.  Four of the 17 counts against him involve attacks against UN peacekeepers.  Gbao pleaded not guilty to all the counts against him, and declared that he did not have the funds to pay for his defence.  The Special Court will pay for his defence until an investigation into his financial standing has been completed.  There is a press release on that.

           **Rwanda Tribunal

           In a letter to the General Assembly and Security Council that is on the racks today, the Secretary-General  notes that the terms of office of 11 of the permanent judges on the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda will expire this 24 May, and the terms of four judges who are trying cases that are likely to last beyond that date were not elected to new terms of office.

           The President of the Tribunal, Judge Navanethem Pillay -– who will herself be leaving the Tribunal to take up her duties on the International Criminal Court –- has asked for the terms of judges trying ongoing cases, including her  own term, to be extended so that they can finish work on those cases.

           **UN Electoral Assistance

           The UN Electoral Assistance Division, which is currently assisting close to 50 electoral processes worldwide, draws attention to the UN involvement in Yemen, where the country’s third parliamentary elections since unification in 1990 took place on Sunday.

           The UN Development Programme, which co-chaired with the Netherlands a project to provide technical

     assistance to the elections, reports that among its achievements was an increase in women's voter registration, with  an increase in registration by Yemeni women by 100 per cent from the previous elections.

           The Electoral Assistance Division took note of the fact that elections took place as scheduled -- in spite of speculation that they might be postponed due to the uncertain security climate in Yemen stemming, in part, from the war in Iraq.   The process in Yemen attracted interest from electoral authorities in the region, including the Palestinian Central Election Commission.

           **Meeting on Iraqi Cultural Heritage

           Tomorrow, in London, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, UNESCO, and the  British Museum will host the second meeting of international experts to try to save Iraq’s museums and cultural property.  Curators of the largest collections of Mesopotamian antiquities outside Iraq will try to work out the best and  fastest ways to help their colleagues inside Iraq, both in Baghdad and in other parts of the country, to retrieve stolen artefacts and preserve and protect their collections.  The head of research at the Baghdad Museum, Donny George,  will also attend the meeting.  We have a press release with more details on that.

           Our guest at the briefing on Wednesday will be Koichiro Matsuura, the Director General of UNESCO, who willtalk about UNESCO’s plans for assisting Iraq.

           **CWC Review

           There are two conferences relating to the weapons of mass destructions opening today.

           The first Chemical Weapons Convention Review Conference convened in The Hague, with representatives of  the 151 States parties of the Chemical Weapons Convention attending.  The Conference will review the operation of the  Convention, now that it has been in force for almost six years.  In particular, it will assess the current process of  destruction of declared arsenals.

           And the second is the Preparatory Committee for the 2005 Review Conference of the parties to the Treaty on  the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT), which opened today in Geneva.  This meeting is the second of three  sessions that will be held prior to the 2005 Review Conference.  We have press releases on both upstairs.

           **Sustainable Development

           And finally, the Commission on Sustainable Development begins its eleventh session today here in New

     York.  The two-week session will focus on how to translate into reality the goals and targets agreed on at the World  Summit on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg last year.

           The Commission will also consider ideas on how to organize its work in the coming years, including a

     proposal to focus on two or three issues over each two-year cycle.  The high-level segment will take up the first three  days, with ministers from more than 40 countries expected to speak.  We have a few press releases with further  details.

           That’s all I have for you.  Anything before we go to Richard?  Yes, Akran?

           Questions and Answers

           Question:   Concerning drinking water in Basra.  Before the invasion, everybody had water.  What happened? 

     I am not clear.  You said that it is half the capacity now, it is destroyed.  Was it bombarded by the ah…?

           Spokesman for the Secretary-General:  Well, Akran, there was a war.

           Question:  Pardon?

           Spokesman for the Secretary-General:  There was a war there.  And so, what is being done now is that the  infrastructure damaged during the fighting is being gradually repaired and water supply in Basra is being restored.  But, what we reported is it’s not fully restored yet.

           Question:  Is the water still coming from Kuwait to Basra?

           Spokesman for the Secretary-General:  I don’t know if there’s any water coming from Kuwait.  I haven’t heard  that Basra gets its water from Kuwait.  Lee?

           Question:  Will we be having a briefing on the Committee on Information at the end?

           Spokesman for the Secretary-General:  I hadn’t planned for that.  If you’d like we could ask the chairman of  the Committee to talk to you if you have any interest.  I see some nodding, yeah, then we will ask for that.  Yes?

           Question:  Fred, I came in late, I don’t know if you said anything about the events in Cyprus?

           Spokesman for the Secretary-General:  No, we didn’t.

           Question:  Does the United Nations have any comment on that?

           Spokesman for the Secretary-General:  You mean the exchanges; the crossing of the green line?  In fact it’s  been part of the UN mission in Cyprus’s mandate to encourage contacts with both sides.  One of the worst results of  the separation of the two communities was that whole generations lost contact with each other.  And so, we have in small ways encouraged the contact of the two communities through the years.  So, (a) we’re encouraged by these crossings; (b) we’re facilitating them, working with the authorities, and we can only hope that these developments will have a positive bearing on the ultimate goal of the reunification of the island.  Yeah?

           Question:  Some people compare it with the collapse of the Berlin wall, and I wonder if you or the

     Secretary-General share this view?

           Spokesman for the Secretary-General:  I don’t think we want to make comparisons beyond what I have

     already said.

           Question:  And a final one, what is the status of the team the Secretary-General created for the Cyprus

     negotiations?  Is it still intact or are there any changes that have taken place?

           Spokesman for the Secretary-General:  We have nothing to announce on that.  The team is still in place.  The  Secretary-General said, as recently as his visit to Athens last week, that he continues to be prepared to play a role.   But, he said he needs to see a sea change in the attitudes.  He has to be convinced of the real political will on both sides to move the process forward.  If he sees signs of that political will on both sides, he’s happy to get involved

     again.  Yes, Michael?

           Question:  Fred, as you know obviously, there are a number of resolutions floating around the Security Council right now, which they are discussing informally, all of which could determine to a large extent the UN’s role in a  post-war Iraq.  What is the Secretary-General’s view about what that UN role should be?  And, specifically, there’s a  Russian proposal, as you know, to give the Secretary-General and the UN control of the oil industry in Iraq. 

     Specifically, what’s his reaction to that resolution, as well?

           Spokesman for the Secretary-General:  Well, the Secretary-General has no preconceived views of what the  UN role should be.  What he mostly wants is for the Council to agree among themselves on what that role should be. 

     He has through contingency planning given thought to a minimalist role versus a maximalist role, and I think he would  like to see the UN system prepared to do whatever it is the Council calls on him to do.  But he’s not saying “this is the  role I think the UN should be undertaking”.  At least he’s not saying today, and I don’t think he would say unless the  Council asked him, “Mr. Secretary-General what do you think”?, if all 15 members said “Mr. Secretary-General what do you think the UN could do, or how it could be most helpful”?

           So, in the meantime, he’s in touch with Council members individually and he continues to urge them to move  towards a consensus position as they have to act on these time-specific requirements.  The extension of “oil-for-food” on  3 June, the extension, if there is one, of the temporary emergency oil-for-food arrangements that run out in the middle of May, I think 14 May.  These are the steps towards an ultimate decision on a UN role.  It doesn’t appear like the Council is of one mind, yet.  But he does sense a gradual coming together of the Council members that he hopes will produce a consensus, in time.  Serge?

           Question:  Fred, regarding Iraq, there’s a report of a large number of missing children and abduction of girls. 

     This was reported by your office in Amman.  Was the office of the Special Representative of the Secretary-General for Children and Armed Conflict informed about it?

           Spokesman for the Secretary-General:  I would have to see…  First of all, I am sure he was informed, but I’d  have to see, first, whether he sees that as part of his mandate, second what he’s doing about it. But, I am sure you could call him or we’ll call him for you right after the briefing to get an answer for you.  Yes, Mohammed?

           Question:  Fred, my question is, what is the distinction between “a vital role” and a “central role” which the Secretary-General, the United States and the United Kingdom addressed?

           Spokesman for the Secretary-General:  I don’t think the adjective is important.  The definition of the job is what is important.  So, to say that the UN will play a vital role, a central role, a pivotal role or any other kind of role is meaningless unless you define what role it is; and that’s what the Council is now trying to do?  Yes, Michael? 

           Question:  What’s the whereabouts of Mr. Ahmed?

           Spokesman for the Secretary-General:  As far as I know, he’s at his desk continuing to give thought about the  possible political role that the United Nations might play in Iraq and he continues to be available to any Council member that might want to consult with him.  I haven’t checked with him today, but I know that quite a few Council members have already approached him, met with him, discussed ideas with him.  So, he’s continuing his work. 

     Michael?

           Question:   Any reaction to the news coming out of the coalition forces plan on tripling the number of

     inspectors they have on the ground, particularly after all the discussion that we had here about UN inspectors going back into the country once it was declared safe?

           Spokesman for the Secretary-General:  Well, that’s a Council matter to decide, that’s one of those issues

     that’s on their plate, whether they want to order the inspectors back.  The Secretary-General’s view has been  consistent all along, that for the credibility of the process, even if they had 3,000 inspectors there on the ground, should they find something it’s the UN inspectors that should verify.  And Hans  Blix commented that he feels his people should be on the ground and not just functioning, I think he said “as an auditing firm”.  But, ultimately, it is the Council that has to decide, with the Secretary-General feeling that it would be  good for the legitimacy of the process if the UN inspectors were back on the ground.

           Richard?

                                        Spokesman for General Assembly President

           Good afternoon.

           Today marks the opening of the Committee on Information, which will meet for 2 weeks ending 9 May.  This morning the Committee will hear a statement by the Under-Sectretary-General for Communications and Public  Information,

     Mr. Shashi Tharoor.

           President Kavan starts a visit to California today.  During his visit he will speak on the role of the UN in

     maintaining peace and security at the Hoover Institution at Stanford University, and on the role of the UN in resolving  international conflicts at the Commonwealth Club of California. 

           Later in the week, in Los Angeles, he will speak at UCLA and address the World Affairs Council on the role of  the UN in conflict prevention and Management.

           In a message delivered on President Kavan’s behalf this morning at a seminar on US/UN relations organized  by the Inter-Religious and International Federation for World Peace, President Kavan noted that, since its founding, the United Nations has always had a special relationship with the United States and the US participation in the UN continues to be fundamental.  He said that, in an inter-linked world, “no nation can pursue its aspirations towards  economic prosperity and sustainable development, towards human dignity, towards a safe and secure environment in an isolated way and without the cooperation and sound  relations with other countries.  The only way to ensure global peace and security is to win the war against poverty. 

     That is why, our commitments for international development cooperation are so important”.

           This message is available at the 3rd floor documents counter and on the GA President’s Web site.

           One further note on upcoming meetings, the second part of the resumed 5th Committee meetings will be held  from 5 to 30 May.

           Any questions?

           Thank you.                                             * *** *




UNEP and the Executive Director in the News


� HYPERLINK  \l "Probe" ��Reuters - UN urges swift postwar Iraq environment probe�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Uranium" ��VOA - Depleted Uranium May Cause Environmental Hazards in Iraq�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Pullout" ��The News (International) - OIC chief calls for speedy US pullout from Iraq�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Marshes" ��Boston Globe - In ravaged marshes, peace gives hope� 


� HYPERLINK  \l "River" ��NY TIMES - With Government's Fall, River Is Revived�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Culture" ��NY TIMES - Marsh Arabs Cling to Memories of a Culture Nearly Crushed by Hussein�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Iraq" ��The Washington Post - Back to Eden: Restoring the Marshes of Iraq�


 � HYPERLINK  \l "DDT" ��Africa News  - Scientists Want Ban On DDT Pesticide Lifted�


� HYPERLINK  \l "UNEP" ��Xinhua  - UNEP hails environmental decision of OHCHR�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Ministers" ��Japan Economic Newswire - G-8 environment ministers skirt Kyoto Protocol�
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