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UN Environmental Agency Launches Global Tree Planting Campaign

  January 28, 2003 

New York 

Youth leaders from nearly 40 countries gathering in Nairobi to promote young peoples' contributions to worldwide environmental protection, are set to launch an international tree-planting campaign that initially will plant 4,000 seedlings to restore the forests of Kenya, the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) said today.

The launch of the campaign, "Plant for the Planet", will be one of the highlights for delegates attending the Global Youth Retreat - which kicks off tomorrow and runs through 8 February - is taking place parallel to the UNEP Governing Council meeting. The retreat will also see the election of a Youth Advisory Council to UNEP.

According to the agency, over 50 young people will join with Kenyan school children and an international group of environment ministers on 8 February at the Ngong Forest Sanctuary to plant 4,000 trees. The campaign is aiming to see more than a million seedlings planted to restore the native and rare indigenous trees to forests in Kenya.

UNEP's Executive Director, Klaus Toepfer, said today he hoped the retreat would inspire youth to take the torch of a fairer, healthier and more equitable world forward. "Young people have a critical role to play in shaping the environment and helping to deliver a less poverty-riven world now, and in the future," he added.

Mr. Toepfer noted with concern that young people are some of the biggest consumers of goods such as mobile phones, computers and other electronic equipment. That pattern of behaviour was especially troubling in developing countries where much of the so-called "E-waste" ended up. "So the consumption patterns of the young are crucial in our push to deliver sustainable development," he said.

_______________________________________________________________________________________

ENS

U.S. Could Block International Action on Mercury 

                      By Cat Lazaroff 

                      WASHINGTON, DC, January 28, 2003 (ENS) - The United States plans to  attempt to thwart future talks on mercury pollution at an international meeting  next month, suggests an internal document leaked to a mercury watchdog  group. The leaked paper provides talking points for U.S. negotiators who will argue against international limits on mercury releases or other mandatory measures aimed at reducing the risk of mercury exposure. 

                      The document was leaked in advance of next week's meeting of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) Governing Council meeting in  Nairobi, Kenya. At the meeting, the council will review the recommendations  of the UNEP Global Mercury Assessment Working Group, an assembly of  about 150 experts which concluded last year that "there is sufficient evidence of significant global adverse impacts to warrant international action to reduce the risks to human health and the environment arising from the release of  mercury into the environment." 

Mercury is a toxic metal that is liquid at room temperature. (Photo courtesy Zyra)

                                                The political decisions made by the  Governing Council will set the course                                                 for global action on mercury for years to come. But the United States is preparing to argue in favor of less                                               action, less funding and less future discussion of the issue. 

                      "We believe that negotiating a binding convention on mercury is not the most effective way to approach this issue at this time, and we should block any attempts to move forward on one at this meeting," advises the U.S. government deliberative document. The U.S. should "strive to prevent  specific references to a convention," the document adds, as "Negotiating a convention would be expensive, time consuming, and extremely difficult." 

                      The document, drafted by John Thompson, foreign affairs officer for the State Department's Office of Environmental Policy, proposes the creation of a Mercury Program within the UNEP Chemicals Division, "for the purpose of facilitating and conducting technical assistance and capacity building  activities to support the efforts of countries to take action regarding mercury pollution." 

However, the document opposes the idea of international targets for reducing mercury emissions, recommends against additional talks regarding mercury,  and suggests that the UNEP mercury program be funded by "voluntary  contributions" from nations. The U.S. delegation to the meeting "should oppose convening a formal expert or policy group meeting such as the September 2002 Mercury Working Group," the document states. 

                      Fires and fossil fuel burning can add mercury to the environment. (Photo courtesy U.S.                      Environmental Protection Agency)

The UNEP Working Group met in Geneva, Switzerland in September 2002 and finalized the global mercury                      assessment report for submittal to the Nairobi governing council meeting.  The assessment calls for immediate                      actions to address the dangers of mercury, including "launching talks for a legally binding treaty," and                 "reducing risks by reducing or eliminating the production and consumption of mercury." 

In the short term, the working group recommended establishing a non-binding  global program of action, and strengthening cooperation among governments  to share information about mercury risks. The working group called for more outreach to vulnerable groups such as pregnant women, additional technical and financial support for developing countries, and increased funding for research, monitoring and data collection on the health and environmental  aspects of mercury and on environmentally friendly alternatives to mercury. 

                      "These recommendations from the scientists and experts are the first essential  step on the road to reducing and one day eliminating the environmental and  health risks of mercury," said UNEP Executive Director Klaus Töpfer after  September's meeting in Geneva, Switzerland. "Now it is up to the politicians and policy makers to decide just where we go from here." 

Mercury is a toxic chemical that can affect the nervous system, kidneys and  liver, and cause developmental problems in both humans and wildlife.   Because it circulates through water systems and the atmosphere and                      accumulates in body fat, every human being on earth has some trace amounts of mercury in his or her body. 

Incinerators like this one in  Chicago, Illinois can release mercury from medical waste and  other sources (Photo courtesy Lake Michigan Federation)

Over the past century,  concentrations of mercury in  the atmosphere and ocean increased three-fold. The                                                    Food and Drug Administration and 41 states warn consumers to limit or not eat certain fish due to                  mercury contamination, and 10 states advise pregnant women and children to limit consumption of canned tuna, the most widely consumed fish in the U.S. 

Data from the U.S. Centers for Disease Control indicates that one in 12 women of childbearing age have unsafe mercury levels in their bodies, translating into more than 300,000 children born each year in the U.S. at risk of exposure to mercury. 

"There was real progress made at the September UNEP Work Group meeting in Geneva, with the U.S. agreeing that mercury was a serious global pollutant warranting international action," said Michael Bender, spokesperson for the  nonprofit Ban Mercury Work Group (BMWG), which released the leaked                   document to the press. 

"This latest position more reflects the domestic 'holding pattern' mercury policies of the Bush administration," he added. Bender, director of the Mercury Policy Project, will represent the BMWG, a coalition of 28 nonprofit groups from around the world, at the talks in Nairobi, scheduled to be held  February 3-7. 

Bender said he suspects that the Bush administration opposes more binding action on mercury because mandatory cuts in mercury emissions would heavily impact coal fired power plants, the largest human source of mercury. 

"For the largest anthropogenic source of mercury, coal fired power plants, mercury emissions are just a small part of a much broader air pollution problem  that many nations need to confront," the document states. 

Worker checks the main coal fired furnace at Niagara Mohawk's Dunkirk  steam station in New York. Burning coal for power produces emissions  laced with mercury. (Photo by David Parsons courtesy NREL)

While the UNEP mercury  working group also "emphasized that it was not  necessary to have full                     consensus or complete  evidence in order to take action" on mercury, the U.S. position could have a major                      impact on the final recommendations of the Governing Council. The U.S. will go to the talks prepared to put pressure on nations and groups that disagree with the U.S. position, including the European Union. 

                      In December, the European Union issued its formal position heading into February's talks, recommending "that the Member States support and actively work for concrete international actions to be initiated on mercury and its  compounds, for instance a legally binding instrument … and that global                    assessment of other heavy metals such as lead and cadmium shall commence." 

                      The leaked U.S. government document recommends that negotiators "oppose  assessment of other heavy metals" that contaminate the environment, such as  nickel and cadmium. The document calls on the U.S. delegation to put the  European Union "on the defensive" by drawing attention to European nations  that still mine mercury, including Algeria, Kyrgystan and Spain. 

                      "Mercury is a toxic time bomb that must be defused by taking concrete steps,  like those outlined in the EU position and in the declaration of the Latin American and Caribbean countries (GRULAC) in Geneva in September," said BMWG spokesperson Bender. "We applaud the GRULAC declaration - which  was supported by Denmark, Norway and Sweden - stating that a binding  international treaty on mercury should be created." 

                      The U.S. will face opposition not only from other nations, but also on the  home front. 

                      Last month, the Environmental Council of the States, an organization made up of top state government environmental officials across the U.S., recommended  that the federal government support developing, within six years, a binding  international agreement on mercury "to implement a comprehensive global  mercury action plan to reduce and where feasible eliminate mercury releases, uses and mining." 

                      Any international agreement should also address "global mercury commodity trading, storage, and disposal," the council argued. 

                                  Karen Studders, former commissioner of the Minnesota Pollution Control Agency. (Photo courtesy MPCA)

                                  "It is clear to states seeking to reduce the risks of mercury pollution to humans and wildlife that this issue must be  addressed internationally," wrote Karen Studders, former commissioner of the Minnesota Pollution Control Agency,  in a December letter to Jeff Lunstead, director of the Office of Environmental Policy at the State Department. Studders  is co-chair of the Quicksilver Caucus/U.S. Environmental Protection Agency Mercury Stewardship Work Group. 

                      While federal, state, local and corporate efforts to address mercury have  produced improvments, Studders noted, "we can't significantly reduce  mercury contamination of fish without reductions worldwide owing to the large contribution of international sources to mercury deposited in the  states." 

                      Recent research has shown that mercury is often deposited in rainwater and dust carried from sources hundreds or thousands of miles away. Two studies released in March 2002 show that mercury generated by fossil fuel burning power plants is falling from the sky in Antarctica and in the Arctic, and is entering the food chain. 

                      The Ban Mercury Work Group is urging the United States to stick to earlier pledges to remain open to future treaty talks on global mercury issues. 

                      Swordfish contain some  of the highest levels of   methylmercury found in  fish. (Photo courtesy                      World Wide Fund for Nature)

                      "The U.S. agreed in Geneva that mercury is a serious worldwide pollutant  that warrants            international action," Bender

                      said. "But out of  the other side of their mouth, they're saying they don't want to do                      anything about it." 

                      "This is reflective of a lack of experience, and perhaps a lack of sincerity to really solve the problem," added Bender. "We recognize that [a binding treaty] is a significant investment of time and money, but what choice do we  have if we're going to solve this problem?" 

                      For more information on the upcoming UNEP Governing Council talks on mercury, visit: http://www.chem.unep.ch/mercury 

_________________________________________________________________________________________
Greenwire 

January 28, 2003 

MERCURY: INTERNAL DOCUMENT OUTLINES U.S. RESISTANCE TO FUTURE; U.N. TREATY 

      BODY: 

      Eryn Gable, Greenwire staff writer 

      An internal government document released by advocacy groups indicates that the United States is opposed to pursuing a legally binding international convention on mercury pollution at  a United Nations Environment Program meeting next week in  Nairobi, Kenya. Instead, the U.S. government is proposing the establishment of a non-mandatory mercury program within the UNEP Chemicals Division, supported by voluntary contributions of      participating countries. 

      The Ban Mercury Work Group, a coalition of 28 international  non-profits, said the document indicates the United States is   retreating from an earlier pledge to remain open to future  treaty talks. But a State Department official said the United  States is not opposed to future talks, it simply opposes  pursuing a treaty at this time. The leaked document says negotiating a treaty would be  difficult and would take too much time and money. "We believe  that negotiating a binding convention on mercury is not the most effective way to approach this issue at this time, and we should   block any attempts to move forward on one at this meeting," it  states. 

      A State Department official said pursuing the voluntary ercury program within UNEP instead would allow countries to gather valuable information to better address the mercury  problem in the future. The program would allow countries to  initiate actions now, rather than waiting for negotiations on a   treaty or a mandatory program. 

      "We have not ruled out some future convention, but we don't  think right now is the time to start negotiations," he said.  "It's simply untrue to say we don't want to deal with the   problem," he added. 

      Although the European Union has indicated it will not press  for a binding convention at this time, the document notes that  the countries may seek to insert language indicating UNEP's Governing Council will decide later whether or not to start a   treaty. "We should strive to prevent specific references to a  convention, and if included, ensure any references do not  prejudge the issue or limit available options for action," the  document says. 

      Mercury is a bio-accumulative toxic element that is  persistent in certain forms. According to the U.S. EPA, mercury  is capable of impairing neurological development in fetuses and  young children and damaging the central nervous system of adults. 

      The State Department and the EPA had earlier consulted with  non-governmental organizations and state officials about their  plans for the February meeting. In those talks, advocates and  officials said, federal officials indicated the United States  wasn't opposed to discussions about a binding treaty. 

      "The State Department and the EPA assured the states that  nothing in the U.S. position is opposed to a future treaty, but they wanted to lay the groundwork in a particular manner," said  John Gilkeson of the Minnesota Office of Environmental  Assistance. In response to those discussions, the Environmental   Council of the States, an organization of local and state government environmental officials, asked the federal government  to begin to develop a comprehensive global mercury action plan  with a goal of adopting a voluntary agreement within three years and a binding agreement within six years. 

      "Now they're taking the position that they didn't even want  to consider having talks that could lead to a global treaty, and  we have a problem with that," said Michael Bender of the Mercury  Policy Project. "The U.S. is proposing just enough to say that it didn't do nothing, but it's barely more than doing nothing,"  he added. 

      Jim Puckett of the Basel Action Network said the lack of   strong action on the part of the United States is consistent  with the government's position on other international  environmental treaties, as the United States often begs out of  multilateral action and supports efforts by individual countries  instead. "The rest of the world has a thorn in its side when it comes to environmental treaties -- our government," he said. 

      "The world is melting from this mercury poison, and the  U.S. is fiddling around while the planet suffers a slow death,"   Puckett said. 

      LOAD-DATE: January 28, 2003
__________________________________________________________________________________________

UNWIRE

PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=Environment"

MERCURY: Advocates Urge U.S. Not To Block Treaty Talks 

Mercury activists responded yesterday to an internal document they said shows U.S. officials plan to thwart future mercury treaty talks during a U.N. Environment Program Governing Council meeting in Nairobi next week.

Citing a leaked document indicating a plan to "block any attempt to move forward" on a binding treaty and "strive to prevent specific references to a convention" in a resolution the council is expected to adopt in Nairobi, the activists urged the United States to fulfill an earlier pledge to remain open to such treaty talks.

"There was real progress made at the September UNEP working group meeting, with the U.S. agreeing that mercury was a serious global pollutant warranting international action," said the Mercury Policy Project's Michael Bender, speaking on behalf of the Ban Mercury Work Group. "Yet this latest position more reflects the domestic 'holding pattern' mercury policies of the Bush administration. We urge the U.S. to revise their proposal into a more open, harmonious and global approach."

Mercury in the atmosphere and oceans has increased at least threefold over the past century, posing a risk to human health, wildlife and the environment, the Mercury Policy Project said. According to a press release from the project, the UNEP working group cited by Bender warned in September that "there was sufficient evidence of significant global adverse impacts to warrant international action to reduce the risks to human health and/or the environment arising from the release of mercury into the environment." The UNEP group stressed a particular need to protect children, women of childbearing age, indigenous people, people dependent on fish and those who may be exposed at work.

"Mercury is a toxic time bomb that must be defused by taking concrete steps, like those outlined in the EU [European Union] position and in the declaration of the Latin American and Caribbean countries (GRULAC) in Geneva in September," Bender said. "We applaud the GRULAC declaration -- which was supported by Denmark, Norway and Sweden -- stating that a binding international treaty on mercury should be created" (Mercury Policy Project release, Jan. 27).
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_______________________________________________________________________________________

The Honolulu Advertiser (Honolulu, HI) 

January 27, 2003 Monday 

Hawai'i's Environment 

 It's about how decisions are made 

      A group of agencies involved in international environmental issues has concluded that the way we make

      environmental decisions can contribute to or begin to solve environmental problems. 

      "How we decide and who gets to decide often determines what we decide," says "A Guide to World

      Resources 2002-2004," a report that is a joint venture of the United Nations Development Programme, the

      United Nations Environment Programme, the World Bank and the World Resources Institute. 

      A summary of the report outlined how environmental governance is linked to environmental issues. The full

      report will be available online in February at wristore.com. The report seeks to define environmental

      governance and to argue that "better environmental governance is one of the most direct routes to

      reversing the world's environmental decline." 

      One of the problems in the past has been that decisions are often made based only on what produces the

      greatest yield, and not on the basis of related issues like what other impacts there might be, and how purely

      yield-based acts affect future production of resources, the report says. 

      Fisheries are an example. In the case of many fisheries, there are more anglers using more effective gear,

      and agencies in charge have been unable to prevent the depletion of fish stocks. 

      "The fact that many fish stocks - such as salmon and tuna - move between the waters of two or more

      nations has led to conflicts and magnified the governance failure," the report says. 

      Another example is that deciding to build a dam or divert water upstream can have catastrophic

      consequences if the effects on water-users downstream aren't considered. In Hawai'i, conflicts between

      upstream and downstream users of water have led to protracted legal disputes. 

      The report recommends that decision-making be an inclusive process, in which the public has full access to

      information, has an opportunity to participate and has the right to challenge a decision. It argues that

      decision-making should consider impacts on the environment, and it suggests that sustainability be

      demanded in all economic sectors. 

      While there have been a few steps in the right direction, this kind of governance is not common today, the

      paper says. 

      "Since the Rio Earth Summit in 1992, the capacity of Earth's ecosystems to sustain us has deteriorated in

      nearly every category we have measured ... More often than not, we still fail to make environmental

      decisions that work for both people and ecosystems." 

      Jan TenBruggencate is The Advertiser's Kaua'i bureau chief and its science and environment writer. You can

      reach him at (808) 245-3074 or jant@honoluluadvertiser.com.

__________________________________________________________________________________________


Reuters

Melting ice may open Arctic ship route

                  Tuesday, January 28, 2003 Posted: 9:37 AM EST (1437 GMT)

                  KIRKENES, Norway (Reuters) -- The  shrinking Arctic icecap may open a   fabled passage for ships between  the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans  within a decade, transforming an  icy graveyard into a short-cut trade                 route. 

                  Ship owners may be among the few to  benefit from global warming in the  extreme north, where the giant thaw is  threatening traditional habitats for indigenous peoples and wildlife ranging from polar bears to caribou. 

                  U.N. studies project that the Arctic may be  free of ice in summertime by 2080. The  polar passage, clogged by ice throughout seafaring history, may come to challenge  the Panama and Suez canals. 

                  "In the next 10 years I believe we will solve the problems of round-the-year goods  transport through the Northern Sea Route," said Alexander Medvedev, general director of Russia's Murmansk Shipping Company. 

                  "You can save at least 10-15 days on the voyage from Japan to Europe, especially in summertime," he told Reuters during a visit to Kirkenes on the Arctic tip of Norway. 

                  The company now runs two or three ice-breaker-led voyages a year from Europe to Japan and back, hugging the Russian coast, and reckons the route can be opened  year-round if Moscow makes big new investments. 

                  On the other side of the Arctic, the Northwest Passage past Alaska and through a  maze of islands off Canada is likely to take longer to be ice-free because it is further north. It also passes through straits that get blocked more easily by ice. 

                  "For the Northwest Passage it will take another 20 years after conditions for the Northern Sea Route are favorable," said Peter Wadhams, professor of Ocean Physics at Cambridge University in England. "I'm sure it's going to happen -- the ice is retreating." 

                  Insurers wary

                  Yet insurance companies are likely to stay wary of both polar routes. High premiums, a need for ice-resistant hulls fo r ships and ice-breaker escorts may well wipe out  the advantages of lower costs due to the shorter distance. 

                  Mariners searched in vain for centuries for a short-cut from Europe to the Far East.Christopher Columbus ran into North America in 1492 when he sailed west from Europe hoping to reach Japan. 

                  The search for passages cost the lives of explorers including Dutchman Wilhelm  Barents and Englishman Henry Hudson -- after whom the Barents Sea and Hudson  Bay are named. Barents' ship ran aground in 1596 and Hudson died after a 1611  mutiny. 

                  Other explorers were victims of cold or scurvy before a Finnish-Swedish expedition  navigated the Northern Sea Route in 1878. The Norwegian Roald Amundsen was  first to get through the Northwest Passage in 1906. 

                  Even as the ice shrinks, it may take billions of dollars to open sea routes. Ports in  northern Russia have deteriorated since the end of the Cold War when nuclear powered ice-breakers led warships between the Atlantic and Pacific. 

                  "The obstacles are more economic and political. You have to have a lot of infrastructure: navigational aids, search and rescue teams, the ability to clean up  pollution," Wadhams said. 

                  And environmentalists want safeguards to protect indigenous peoples in some of the world's largest wildernesses and to prevent a get-rich-quick rush for resources  ranging from oil and gas to timber and minerals. 

                  "Melting of the ice will make access far easier to northern Siberia and other  wildernesses," said Svein Tveitdal, managing director of the U.N. Environment  Program's polar center. 

                  "There has to be a strategy for sustainable development of the Arctic. It mustn't  become a sort of new Africa, where colonialists exploited the resources." About four  million people live around the Arctic. 

                  U.N. studies show that the Arctic ice has shrunk by about three percent a decade  since the 1970s and that air temperatures have risen by about five degrees Celsius   (9 degrees Fahrenheit) in the past century. 

                  The exploration of oil and gas fields will increase the risk of pollution such as the  Exxon Valdez tanker spill off Alaska in 1989. Norway plans to open its first gas field in the Barents Sea in 2006. 

                  The polar regions are most vulnerable to global warming, caused by burning fossil   fuels like oil. Scientists say the emissions are blanketing the planet and pushing up  temperatures. 

                  In the Arctic, melting ice and snow exposes darker soil and rocks that trap heat. The  sun's heat bounces back into space more readily at the equator than near the poles, where low slanting rays have to pass through thicker layers of atmosphere. 

                  Ice recedes

                  New polar routes will save about 4,000 nautical miles (7,400 km) on some routes  from Europe to the Far East compared to southerly routes through Panama or Suez. Shipments could include cargoes like grains, frozen fish, oil and gas or cars. 

                  And a route north of Canada, for instance, might save 6,000-8,000 nautical miles for a super tanker from Venezuela to Japan. Vessels too big to pass through the  Panama Canal have to go round all of South America. 

                  Japan has also expressed interest in transporting nuclear waste to Europe through  the Arctic, a plan denounced by environmentalists who say it could get trapped in ice.

                  Rob Huebert, associate director for the Center for Military and Strategic Studies at the University of Calgary in Canada, said one odd spin-off of global warming is that some regions are getting colder, complicating any shipping plans. 

                  "In some areas the ice is getting thicker as it breaks up elsewhere," he said. 

                  Willy Oestreng, a Norwegian professor of international affairs who led a global study  of the Northern Sea Route in the 1990s, said Russia was ahead of Canada because of factors including more ports, albeit dilapidated, and ice-breakers. 

                  "The differences are striking. The Northern Sea Route is more developed," he said.  He noted that nickel had been shipped from northwest Russia year-round since the  1970s. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________

UNWire

KENYA: World Bank Draws Fire Over Lake Project Transfer 

The World Bank has sparked controversy in Kenya by transferring administration of the Kenyan element of a three-country Lake Victoria conservation project from the Environment Ministry to the semi-independent Kenyan Agricultural Research Institute, The East African reported yesterday.

Richard Kagwamba, World Bank manager for the $24.5 million Kenyan wing of the project, said the move is intended to save the project, which has fallen behind schedule by two years because of Environment Ministry and Treasury bureaucratic delay.

"The decision was made in good faith to streamline the project and save it from the red tape that has delayed its implementation," Kagwamba said.

The East African reported that the move came after Kenya's failure, because of bureaucratic delays, to spend certain funds by last month resulted in a bid by the country to obtain a two-year extension. Uganda and Tanzania have reportedly spent their share of the money for the first phase of the $77.6 million project, which was initially funded by a grant from the Global Environment Facility and the bank, and have now obtained funds to begin the second phase.

Nongovernmental organizations, scientists and civil society have protested the transfer, which took effect Jan. 1, saying the move could further slow the project's implementation. Maseno University College environmental scientist Oyugi Aseto said that "something fishy is going on. It is as if some individuals at the World Bank and not the bank as an institution are behind the discreet moves to interfere with the project" (John Oywa, The East African, Jan. 27).

(Back to Contents)
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Reuters

Tanker rust to worsen Spain oil spill

Tuesday, January 28, 2003 

                  MADRID (Reuters) -- Thousands more tons of toxic fuel will eventually spill from the wreck of the sunken  oil tanker Prestige off the Spanish coast as the ship's hull rusts,  according to a report published on                Tuesday. 

                  The Prestige sank in mid-November, spewing thousands of tons of toxic sludge over Spain's northwestern coastline.  Since then the fractured hull of the tanker  has continued slowly to leak fuel oil in the                  nation's worst environmental disaster. 

                  The report said corrosion would mean the complete disintegration of the tanker over a period of up to 40 years. More than 50,000 tons of oil are estimated to be still inside the sunken ship's tanks. 

                  "We can conclude that, even if the holes were completely sealed, structural deterioration (means that)...the leakage of oil from the tanks cannot be avoided," a committee from Spain's Scientific Investigation Center concluded. 

                  The French mini-submarine Nautile has  been patching up cracks and collecting snakes of leaking oil in buckets from the hull since late December. 

                  However, Spanish Deputy Prime Minister Mariano Rajoy said on Tuesday that  scientists hoped to provide a definitive solution to the problem of the Prestige soon. 

                  "In the first fortnight of February, (scientists) will tell us what the definitive solution is, and it can be carried out in the summer," Rajoy told Tele Cinco television. 

                  Thick, tar-like oil has been leaking from the Prestige and washing up on beaches over a large area of northern Spain and on stretches of France's Atlantic coast since  the 26-year-old tanker sank, devastating some of Spain's prime fishing grounds. 

                  Holes in the wreck's hull are being sealed in an attempt to keep the remaining oil in  place until some kind of permanent solution can be found. 


_________________________________________________________________________________________
BBC

WHO choses new leader

               A tuberculosis expert has  been chosen to head the  World Health Organization.

               Dr Jong Wook Lee, from South Korea, narrowly won  a ballot to become director general on Tuesday. 

               He beat Peter Piot, the Belgian head of UNAIDS, by just two votes. 

               Dr Lee, who will succeed Dr  Gro Harlem Brundtland, has been leading the UN  health agency's Stop TB Program. 

               He received 17 votes to Mr Piot's 15 among the 32-member WHO executive committee. 

               The other candidates, Mozambique's Prime Minister  Pascoal Mocumbi; Mexican Health Minister Julio Frenk   Mora and formr Egyptian Health Minister Ismail Salam,  were all eliminated in the first rounds of voting. 

               All five candidates had been interviewed by WHO's executive board Monday. 

               The executive board's   decision is subject to approval by the full 192 -nation World Health Assembly               in May. 

               In addition to tackling longtime scourges such as poverty and tropical disease, the new WHO chief - who oversees a worldwide staff of 3,500 - will have to deal  with issues such as advances in gene therapy. 

               Dr Lee, 57, gained a reputation as an efficient administrator during 19 years of climbing through the               ranks of WHO. 

               Prior to his work on TB, he headed the WHO Global Programme for Vaccines and Immunizations. 

               He received solid support from Asian representatives, including North Korea, which holds a seat on the               executive board. 

               Manifesto 

               In his manifesto, Dr Lee said: "Global pandemics of  poverty and AIDS, conflict and disasters, inequitable distribution of critical resources like food and safe drinking water, and environmental degradation pose serious threats to health in the first decade of the 21st century. 

               "Much has been achieved in recent years. 

               "The contribution of good health to economic and social  development is now accepted. 

               "Polio is almost eradicated, other vaccine-preventable  diseases are in decline, and infant and child mortality  continue to fall in many countries. 

               "Civil society increasingly has a voice in setting local,  national and even global health priorities. 

               "New funding mechanisms are injecting billions of  dollars into health research and disease control. 

               "But much remains to be done. Resources - human and  financial - remain grossly inadequate in many countries, and in some settings, health care systems face collapse. 

               "Communities, particularly poor ones, lack access to the  most basic services and drugs. 

               "Clearly, political commitment must translate into effective action." 

               Dr Brundtland, a former former Norwegian Prime Minister, will step down in July after five years in the

               post.

_______________________________________________________________________________________

BBC

Wetland habitat set to grow
               Fen violet: Very typical of a type of habitat called fen meadow  A plan to return a large swathe of land in Eastern  England to its old wetland condition has received a  major boost. 

               A farmer has sold his  83-hectare arable farm to  the partnership running The Great Fen Project. 

               The initiative, which is  running on a 100-year timescale, wants to join up two existing wetland               reserves in the county of Cambridgeshire. 

               If this is achieved, it would recreate a wilderness not seen in the area since the 1800s and provide a vital and enhanced habitat for many rare and endangered species. 

               Unification plan 

               Although large parts of the Cambridgeshire fens weredrained in the 17th Century, the Great Fen, as it is               known, which once stretched from around the Wash  from Cambridgeshire to Lincolnshire in the north, escaped being pumped out until 1851. 

               Today, only a few isolated  fragments remain, such as English Nature's  Woodwalton Fen and  Holme Fen National Nature  Reserves. 

               These pockets of  traditional wetland habitat are of global significance and a partnership has been formed - between   English Nature, the   Environment Agency,  Huntingdonshire District  Council and the Wildlife Trust for Cambridgeshire - to unite them. 

               It means taking a  three-kilometre wide corridor of land out of agricultural production and allowing it to flood again. 

               The aim is to create a reed-covered wetland  super-reserve of 3,000 hectares. 

               First steps 

               Stewart Papworth's holding abuts Woodwalton Fen. He  plans to give up farming and take early retirement. 

               His decision to sell up will see the land turn full circle within three generations. 

               Whilst his grandfather Harry laboured to clear dykes of reeds and wild flowers to plant crops he will be watching  a medieval landscape of fens re-establish. 

               He said: "My grandfather pioneered clearing it, and I  am proud to be a wildlife  pioneer for the fens." 

               Great Fen Project Manager Chris Gerrard says the  farm acquisition will raise the area of land under               wetland management to  more then 600 hectares. 

               "We've got a long way to go, we know that, but it is a start," he told BBC News  Online. 

               The land still outside the  project is controlled by a handful of private owners and the Crown Estates.               "The peat on which farming depends is highly valuable but it is disappearing," Mr Gerrard said. "At some point

               in the future the land owners may decide they have a  dwindling asset and decide that they should either sell  to us or come into partnership." 

               Open space 

               The project would like to raise water levels across the old Great Fen area to bring back the reeds, grasslands  and rare plants, such as insect-eating bladderwort, which are now confined to the Woodwalton and Holme  reserves. 

               Mr Gerrard said: "The bittern is a bird that would have been very abundant in the fen and occasionally returns  to Woodwalton - and a whole range of waders like snipe and lapwing. 

               "One of the key species is fen violet which is found in only found in two other places in the country. It is very typical of a type of habitat called fen meadow - it's that  sort of habitat that we want to restore. 

               "We don't want to see the whole of the fen restored to  the way it looked in the past, we just think the balance should shift towards nature conservation and tourism  and away from the farming we see there today. 

               "We hope that in years to come [the new super reserve] will be transformed into a beautiful wild space open to   the public where walkers, cyclists and horse riders can   get closer to nature." ________________________________________________________________________________________

REGIONAL OFFICE FOR AFRICA (ROA) - NEWS UPDATE

January 29, 2003

World tree planting campaign to be launched in Kenya 

Nairobi, Kenya (PANA) - Kenya is to be the launching pad for an international tree planting campaign and will see more than a million seedlings planted across the country by 2008. The launch of the campaign, "Plant for the Planet," will be one of the highlights for delegates attending the Global Youth Retreat, taking place concurrently with the Governing Council of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) from 2 February. Over 50 young people between 16 and 25 years and from 45 countries will join Kenyan schoolchildren and an international group of environment ministers on 8 February at the Ngong Forest Sanctuary, 15 km south of Nairobi, to plant 4,000 trees. The campaign, which is sponsored by the Japanese-based Foundation for Global Peace and the Environment and oil traders Total, is strictly in line with the new Kenyan government's push to restore forests and plant rare, indigenous trees. 

"Young people have a critical role to play in shaping the environment and helping to deliver a less poverty-ridden world now and in the future. Young people are some of the biggest consumers of goods such as mobile phones, computers and other electronic equipment," said UNEP's Executive Director, Klaus Toepfer. 

The youth retreat opens on 29 January and it will involve the election of a Youth Advisory Council to UNEP.  The Africa region will be represented at the youth meeting by the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Egypt, Equatorial Guinea, Ghana, Cote d'Ivoire, Kenya, Nigeria, Rwanda, South Africa, Tanzania, Uganda, Zimbabwe and Zambia.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng036269&dte=28/01/2003
Tropical storm draws near Malagasy coast 

Saint-Denis, Reunion (PANA) - A growing tropical storm near the east side of Madagascar intensified Tuesday morning, though it was still 350 km away from the island, a source at the weather department here said Tuesday. The head of the Specialized Regional Weather Centre (CMRS), Philippe Caroff, assessed the evolution of the storm that started last week from the northern part of the south-western Indian Ocean. "It's a tropical disturbance but we are on the verge of witnessing a tropical storm that will be given a name in the next few hours," Caroff said.

Even if the system was currently considered "moderate," Caroff did not rule out its becoming more serious. The major fear concerned the prospects of a downpour because, according to Caroff, some heavy rains were expected.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng036267&dte=28/01/2003
UNDP Calls for Action to Save Lake

The East African Standard (Nairobi): The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) has decried the sinking water level of Lake Baringo, which has reduced to 1.8 from an initial 9 metres deep. UNDP's country representative, Andre de la Porte, raised concern over the continued reduction and called on the Government to implement policies to protect water catchment areas. He warned of a further reduction if immediate action was not taken. He said the lake has accumulated silt on its bed, which in turn sips available water. De la Porte said UNDP had initiated programmes to create awareness among the communities living around the river on the importance of protecting water catchment areas. He was speaking at the office of the Minister for Environment, Dr Newton Kulundu, when he had paid him a courtesy call. Dr Kulundu acknowledged UNDP's support of the natural environment.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200301280846.html
Govt Slow On Asbestos Clean Up: Enviro Lobby Group

South African Press Association (Johannesburg): The Environment Justice Networking Forum (EJNF) criticized the South African government on Tuesday for a lack of action in cleaning up the environment of asbestos. The lobby group's Limpopo chairman told Parliament's environment and tourism portfolio committee, asbestos in schools and near rivers was causing untold damage to children and the environment. "I am extremely worried that asbestos continues to be in our schools." An inspection of schools in the Mafefe region of Limpopo showed that seven of 15 school buildings contained the fibre, placing school children at great risk. Government was doing little to deal with the problem, and instead was concentrating all its efforts on rehabilitating mine dumps, which were sometimes several kilometres away from the community. However, Buti Mathebule, the director for chemicals and hazardous waste management at the Department of Environmental Affairs, disputed this, saying South Africa was making good progress in ridding the environment of the dangerous fibres.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200301280822.html
______________________________________________________________________________________

ROLAC NEWS
Unprotected Nature Reserves 

By Pilar Franco*

Mesoamerica has a total of 597 nature reserves, with stunning tropical 

landscapes. But is that enough to protect the subregion&#8217;s biodiversity in the 

long-term?

MEXICO CITY- The existence of 597 protected areas in Central America and 

southern Mexico is insufficient to preserve this subregion, known as 

Mesoamerica, which is home to 10 percent of the planet&#8217;s biodiversity and is 

inhabited by more than 40 million people, a majority of whom live in poverty. 

Although they have been declared reserves, only a few of the areas are 

actually protected by a legal and institutional framework capable of 

conserving biodiversity and generating, in the long-range, the goods and 

services necessary for the development of local communities, according to a 

number of studies. 

The creation of protected areas under these conditions will do little to save 

forest ecosystems, for example, which are being deforested in the region at a 

rate of 44 hectares per hour. If that tendency continues unchecked, the 

region&#8217;s forests could completely vanish by 2015, warns the United Nations 

Environment Programme (UNEP). 

The deforestation that threatens the Bosawas nature reserve in Nicaragua, the 

predatory practices that are destroying Honduras&#8217; mangroves on the Gulf of 

Fonseca, and the destruction of Montes Azules in the Lacandona jungle of the 

southern Mexican state of Chiapas are just a few of the serious challenges 

facing the region. 

Over the past 30 years, the governments of Mesoamerica (Belize, Costa Rica, 

El Salvador, Honduras, Guatemala, Nicaragua, Panama and the Mexican states of 

Yucatan, Quintana Roo, Tabasco, Campeche and Chiapas) declared 597 areas 

nature reserves, with the aim of curbing the loss of natural habitat. 

But half of the reserves are not even staffed, only 12 percent have specific 

management plans, most are poorly delimited, and research projects are only 

being carried out in a few dozen of them. 

According to UNEP, the lack of steady economic growth in the region makes it 

difficult or impossible to significantly reduce rural poverty, which in turn 

will continue putting enormous pressure on natural habitats and weakly 

protected reserves . 

In the view of environmental organisations, the worst enemy of the natural 

habitat in Mesoamerica, which shares a common cultural identity and natural 

ecosystem, are environmental policies that fall short in checking the 

destruction of protected areas. 

These issues will be raised at the First Mesoamerican Congress of Protected 

Areas, to take place in Managua, Nicaragua Mar. 10-14, which will issue a 

statement on the commitments adopted by the region to protect biodiversity 

over the next 15 years. 

The gathering will discuss measures aimed at fighting the growing 

fragmentation of natural habitats, one of the main causes of the extinction 

of species. That is the objective of the Mesoamerican Biological Corridor 

(MBC) created in 1997 to interconnect the nature reserves of the various 

countries and give continuity to the region&#8217;s biological diversity. 

The MBC project has been assigned a budget of 16 million dollars for the next 

five years, partly financed by the Global Environment Facility (GEF). 

However, many environmental groups remain sceptical. The participation of 

civil society in endeavours like the MBC has been shrinking, discouraged &#8220;by 

the absence of effective and enforceable decisions,&#8221; Mexican poet Homero 

Aridjis, president of the Grupo de los Cien Internacional (Group of 100), an 

umbrella group of environmental organisations, told Tierramerica. 

At the first Ibero-American summit of heads of state and government, in 1991, 

Aridjis and Colombian Nobel Literature prize-winner Gabriel Garcia Márquez 

presented a proposal recommending the creation of a joint Mexican-Guatemalan 

eco-archaeological park that would &#8220;ensure the preservation of the great 

tropical jungle of Chiapas and El Peten,&#8221; said the activist. 

But &#8220;the governments themselves do not respect what they claim to be 

protecting, and turn the decrees into dead letter,&#8221; he complained. 

That is the case in Montes Azules, in the conflict-ridden Mexican state of 

Chiapas, which according to Aridjis &#8220;is a reserve that has been virtually 

destroyed&#8221; by logging interests, large landowners and local indigenous 

communities that are not even aware that it has been declared a protected 

area. 

In Nicaragua, if deforestation is not checked, the Bosawas reserve, one of 

the biggest protected areas in Central America, could lose its status as a 

world biosphere reserve, as it was designated by the United Nations 

Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) in 1997. 

Silvia Argüello, an expert with the non-governmental Humboldt Centre, pointed 

to the dangers faced by Bosawas. &#8220;There are no controls over the extraction 

of timber in that area, which in addition forms part of a drug trafficking 

route,&#8221; she told Tierramerica. 

Since 2001, Nicaragua has lost 73,000 hectares of jungle, according to 

official statistics, due to the expansion of agricultural land and the 

effects of forest fires, hurricanes, drought and flooding. 

In the Platano river reserve, in the Honduran departments of Olancho and 

Mosquita, environmental organisations are fighting to prevent the 

disappearance of species like the harpy eagle. 

In the Gulf of Fonseca, off the Pacific shoreline of southern Honduras, 

shrimp-farming companies continue destroying mangroves and other natural 

ecosystems, which are on the verge of disappearing, Jorge Varela, with the 

Committee for the Defence of the Gulf Flora and Fauna, said in an interview 

with Tierramerica 

A &#8220;less theoretical and more practical&#8221; official discourse is necessary, said 

Varela, who believes dialogue could &#8220;help save&#8221; the natural habitats of 

Honduras. 

The Honduran government has called together social groups and academic 

institutions to hammer out, by late February, a common agenda for the meeting 

in Managua, reported Conrado González with the governmental Honduran 

Corporation of Forest Development. 

The debate on the environment has made progress, and there is now awareness 

that creating protected areas &#8220;does not mean closing the doors to 

development,&#8221; but paving the way for better economic opportunities, Teresa 

Zúñiga, with the Managua meeting&#8217;s organising committee, told Tierramerica. 

* Pilar Franco is a contributor to Tierramerica. Thelma Mejía (Honduras) and 

Nohelia González (Nicaragua) also contributed to this article.

_______________________________________________________________________________________

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

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

     Secretary-General.

           Good afternoon.

           **Security Council

           The Security Council is scheduled to hold consultations at 3 p.m. today on Côte d'Ivoire, with the

     Secretary-General briefing on the weekend Paris talks and follow-up to them.

           Also on the Council agenda are draft resolutions on extending the Liberia sanctions panel of experts and on

     support for the Kimberley Process on “conflict diamonds”.

           Formal meetings to adopt both resolutions are expected afterwards.

           **Côte d’Ivoire

           On Côte d’Ivoire, the UN High Commissioner for Refugees says that the security concerns in Côte d’Ivoire

     have forced its staff to temporarily suspend its operations in Côte d’Ivoire, including a repatriation movement that has

     so far sent some 900 Liberians home from the south-west.

           In view of recent violent protests in the Ivorian city of Abidjan and the general climate of insecurity, UNHCR has

     put all its operations in the country on hold as a precautionary measure, instructing its staff to stay at home until

     further notice.

           Meanwhile, Carolyn McAskie, the Secretary-General’s Humanitarian Envoy for the crisis in Côte d'Ivoire,

     remained in Abidjan today.  She is meeting with UN agencies to discuss ways to strengthen the coordination of

     humanitarian assistance.

           **UNMOVIC IAEA Press Statement on Inspection Activities in Iraq

           We have the report from Baghdad today on inspection activity.  UNMOVIC requested one further private

     interview with an Iraqi individual on Sunday.  The individual concerned showed up with an Iraqi official at Al Hayat Hotel,

     but a private interview did not take place, as he insisted on having a witness with him.  UNMOVIC requested another

     private interview yesterday.  It did not take place however, either, as the individual concerned insisted on having a

     witness with him.  To date, UNMOVIC has requested to interview in private 16 Iraqi individuals, but no private interviews

     have taken place thus far.  UNMOVIC will further seek private interviews, as allowed in Security Council resolution

     1441, the Mission says.

           For more details pick up the full report from Baghdad that’s available in my office.

           **Oil for Food

           According to this week’s update from the “oil-for-food” programme, Iraqi oil revenues for the period 18 to 24 of

     January were $324 million dollars, based on the export of 11.4 million barrels.  You can get the full report upstairs.

           **Cyprus

           Today in Ankara, the Secretary-General’s Special Adviser for Cyprus, Alvaro de Soto, is scheduled to meet

     with Turkish Foreign Ministry’s Under Secretary Ugur Zial.

           Tomorrow, de Soto is set to meet with the leader of the ruling party Recep Tayyip Erdogan.

           He will return to the island tomorrow in time to hold another meeting between the Turkish Cypriot Leader, Rauf

     Denktash, and the Greek Cypriot Leader, Glafcos Clerides.

           He will also meet with Turkey’s Prime Minister Abdullah Gul this evening in Ankara.

           **WHO nominates new Director-General

           The Executive Board of the World Health Organization (WHO) today nominated Dr. Jong Wook Lee for the

     post of Director-General.  Dr. Lee is a citizen of the Republic of Korea, has worked with WHO for 19 years and is the

     current head of WHO’s tuberculosis programme.

           Yesterday, the Board heard presentations from the five candidates on the shortlist on their vision for the future

     of the Organization.  Voting for the final nominee took place this morning.  The nomination will be presented to the

     fifty-sixth World Health Assembly in May for approval.

           We have a press release and a bio of Dr. Lee available in my office.

           **Carol Bellamy in Geneva

           Carol Bellamy, Executive Director of the United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF), briefed the press today in

     Geneva on the report on countries in crisis.

           She said UNICEF is seeking $534 million to meet the needs of children in 33 countries in crisis, including

     Iraq.  On Iraq, Bellamy said that although it was her hope that there would not be a war, UNICEF, along with the rest of

     the UN family, has been working on contingency plans to meet the humanitarian needs of the population, about half of

     whom are children.  She added that even though some of the countries in crisis occupy the headlines, the world

     should not overlook the children in any of them.

           Bellamy also welcomed the nomination of Dr. Jong Wook Lee as the new Director-General of the World Health

     Organization and saluted the outgoing Gro Harlem Brundtland.

           We will have Bellamy’s comments to the press later in the day.

           **Food Appeal

           The World Food Programme (WFP) today launched an appeal to international donors to provide emergency

     relief food to southern Mauritania, Cape Verde, The Gambia, Mali and Senegal.

           To avert a humanitarian disaster, WFP says it needs US$28 million to quickly purchase food rations to help

     feed 420,000 people suffering from three consecutive years of severe drought in the African countries on the southern

     edge of the Sahara desert.

           **WFP –- Zimbabwe

           Worsening conditions in Zimbabwe have led the UN World Food Programme to step up its food distribution

     there this month. 

           The UN is receiving an increasing number of reports of hunger-related deaths, and of children and adults

     fainting of hunger.  Economic woes, especially the severe foreign currency shortage, and the ongoing shortages of fuel

     and fertilizer compound the shortages of food.

           We’ll have more information shortly in a press release.

           **UNDP/AIDS Fund

           The UN Development Programme (UNDP) signed an agreement with the Global Fund to fight AIDS,

     Tuberculosis and Malaria in Buenos Aires yesterday, which will provide 12 million dollars to fight AIDS in Argentina

     over the next two years.  The funds will help Argentina take preventive measures against AIDS and guarantee the

     availability of antiretroviral drugs through the country's health care system.

           Last week in Honduras, UNDP announced that the Global AIDS fund had allocated 2 million dollars for that

     country’s anti-AIDS efforts, with the possibility of another $40 million grant for the coming four years.

           **UNESCO

           The UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) and the Government of Afghanistan today

     launched a major project to boost literacy throughout Afghanistan, which suffers one of the world’s lowest literacy

     rates.  UNESCO estimates that only half of Afghan men over the age of 15 and one in five women in the same age

     group can read and write.

           The project’s main focus will be on building up a nationwide network of literacy teachers, trained in modern

     non-formal education methods.  It will also train people in the development and production of teaching material and

     provide the necessary equipment for this.

           We have a press release from UNESCO in my office with more details.

           **Press Releases

           The Pan American Health Organization, which is the arm of the World Health Organization operating in the

     Americas, announced that the first woman to lead the Organization will be sworn in on Friday.  Dr. Mirta Roses

     Periago, also the first Argentine to hold the position, was elected by the Pan American Sanitary Conference in

     September of last year, and she will replace Dr. George Alleyne, whose five-year term ends on Friday.  We have a

     press release with more information on that.

           In another press release, the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) announced that an international

     tree planting campaign will be launched in Kenya tomorrow at the Global Youth Retreat.  Called “Plant for the Planet”,

     the campaign will begin with the participants of the retreat planting

     4,000 seedlings in the Ngong Forest Sanctuary.  This effort is part of a programme to plant one million native and rare

     indigenous trees to restore forests in Kenya.  The campaign is expected to continue in other countries.

           **Budget

           Finally, budget news for today, four more countries have paid their 2003 regular budget contributions.

           The Bahamas with a payment of more than $162,000; the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea’s with

     $120,000; Denmark with over $10 million; and Luxembourg with more than $1 million.

           That makes 33 countries paid in full for this year.

           Any questions?  Richard?

           Questions and Answers

           Question:   Does the Secretary-General, do you have a comment on the way the rotation falls that Iraq will be

     the chairman of the Conference on Disarmament starting in May?

           Spokesman:  That’s a purely automatic rotation by alphabetical order.  So, as I understand it they have five or

     six countries per year.  Six different presidents; each serves a four-week term.  And so, the next round of presidents

     will be in alphabetical order:  India, Indonesia, Iran, yes Iraq, Ireland and Israel.

           Question:      Without taking an opinion on the issue, does that send a signal to the critics of the U.S. who

     scoff at the UN for some hypocritical decisions even if we know it works on rotation?

           Spokesman:  It’s not a hypocritical decision, it’s an orderly method that governments have arrived at for the

     rotation of the chair.  So, I think you could expect that from time to time a letter would come up that might raise

     questions in certain quarters but it has no political significance, I would say.

           Question:   Is the Secretary-General going to be able to get a read out of the dinner on camera here…? 

     There’s a man playing with me! (Correspondent was distracted by an assistant removing a microphone from his

     jacket).  The dinner at the White House -- was it purely about AIDS and social issues?  How much dealt with Iraq?

           Spokesman:  It was a private dinner.  The White House said nothing about what was discussed, like they

     didn’t even announce that it was happening, which is their protocol on the President’s private agenda.  And so, we will

     not depart from that protocol either by commenting on what might have been said.  Yes?

           Question:   Has there been any notification served by the U.S. Ambassador to the United Nations of plans to

     reveal more specific data, surveillance or any other kind of information relating to Iraqi weapons?

           Spokesman:  Not that I am aware of.  We did see a news report saying something to that effect this morning. 

     But I’m not aware that there’s been any formal notification of either the Council or the Secretary-General.  I’ll double

     check on the Council for you after the briefing.  Yes?  [He later confirmed no notification had been given.]

           Question:   Gro Brundtland has been prominent on the international scene for a long time.  Is there anything

     else in the works for her at the UN?

           Spokesman:  Not that I am aware of.  I think that having put in her five years of exhausting labour, she felt she

     needed a rest.  I don’t know that she’s looking for anything else to do now but take a little breather.  But you really

     should ask WHO.  Richard?

           Question:   Does the Secretary-General have a wish list of what he’d like to hear President Bush say in his

     State of the Union address, either on Iraq or health issues or anything?

           Spokesman:  He’ll be listening, I guess, like many other people.  I don’t think he wants to anticipate what

     might be said.  And I doubt he’d even want to comment afterwards, as it’s largely a national matter.  Yes?

           Question:   Has the Secretary-General expressed any specific desire to see additional information or evidence

     presented by the U.S. to the United Nations with respect to the Iraqi possession of weapons of mass destruction?

           Spokesman:  You’re kind of putting him in the middle of a process where he doesn’t belong.  Any

     governments with information should give that information to the Security Council.  The Council can share it with Hans

     Blix who reports directly to them in the event it might facilitate his work in Iraq.  But the Secretary-General is not in the

     middle.  Yes?

           Question:   Bear with me on this one.  Does the Secretary-General feel anything about a new man in the UN

     spotlight, Hans Blix?  For years Kofi Annan seemed to be emblematic of the United Nations.  Almost a cult of

     personality that for once we have someone else that the cameras are trained on, is he jealous, pleased, couldn’t care

     less?

           Spokesman:  He doesn’t have a jealous bone in his body.  You, who are always asking to interview him, he

     says why don’t others talk?  I am not the only one who should talk for this Organization.  He has no resentment at all

     of

     the focus that’s on Hans Blix at the moment.  If anything, if it takes some of the focus off him, I think he’s probably

     relieved.

           Thank you.

· *** *

___________________________________________________________________________________________
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* * * * 

Côte d’Ivoire

28 January – Voicing satisfaction at the agreement to end nearly four months of civil strife in Côte d’Ivoire, members of the United Nations Security Council today urged the parties to implement the peace accord constructively, without delay and to avoid further violence.

The Council’s reaction, read in a statement to the press by the President of the 15-nation body, Ambassador Jean-Marc de La Sablière of France, came after a closed-door briefing by Secretary-General Kofi Annan, who had just returned from Paris, where the accord was signed late last week.

“Members of the Security Council thanked the Secretary-General for the important role that he has played in the talks, either directly or through the intermediary of his Special Representative” for West Africa, Ahmedou Ould-Abdallah, Ambassador de La Sablière said. “They expressed the wish that the United Nations support the implementation of the peace process, [and] stated their intention to consider promptly the Secretary-General’s recommendations to that end.”

Ambassador de La Sablière added that Council members stressed once again the importance of the support of the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) to the restoration of peace and security in Côte d’Ivoire. “They welcomed the continued efforts to deploy the ECOWAS Military Observer Group (ECOMOG) force, under Senegalese command,” he said.

Council members also voiced appreciation for the work of the African Union to bring about a settlement, and thanked France for its diplomatic efforts and military deployment aimed at facilitating a political settlement of the crisis.

* * *

Côte d’Ivoire 

28 January – Just back from Paris where factions in Côte d’Ivoire signed an accord aimed at ending the months-long civil strife in the country, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today briefed the Security Council on the progress achieved and the current situation on the ground.

“All the Ivoirian parties, those who were in Paris and signed the agreement, have to explain it to their people and work hard to implement it,” the Secretary-General told reporters outside the Council’s chambers after his closed-door briefing. “I think the agreement offers them a chance to restore peace and stability in that country.”

“In the meantime, I appeal to all the people of Ivory Coast to stop the violence, to return to their normal life and the way to resolve this issue is not to turn on each other violently,” he added.

Ten Ivoirian political groupings, including the ruling party and the rebel movements, came together to forge the agreement late last week, which calls for a government of national unity headed by a Prime Minister designated by President Laurent Gbagbo in consultation with other political leaders.

“While the agreement is carefully drafted and comprehensive, its value depends entirely on the extent to which it is faithfully implemented,” the Secretary-General stressed in his remarks to the Council, the text of which were made public after his briefing. “Ivoirian political leaders, therefore, need to work in a renewed spirit of good faith to secure the peace that the people of the country expect and deserve.”

Among the main tasks assigned to the new government under the accord is the preparation of a timetable for credible and transparent elections as well as the rebuilding and restructuring of defence and security forces to reflect the national character and democratic values. Another job for the authorities will be to regroup and subsequently disarm all forces operating on the territory of Côte d’Ivoire and to expel all mercenaries.

Mr. Annan told the Council that Ivoirian authorities informed him that President Gbagbo is encountering difficulties in implementing the agreement and that the Ivoirian leader intends to consult widely – both internally and in the sub region – with a view to overcoming those difficulties. “Meanwhile,” the Secretary-General said, “there are disturbing reports of violent demonstrations, initially in Abidjan, but spreading to other localities.” Those developments made it more urgent than ever that all concerned “move without delay” to implement the agreement.

The Secretary-General also said he will shortly inform the Council shortly of his intention to appoint a Special Representative for Côte d’Ivoire, who would, within the overall framework of the peace agreement, seek to contribute to the restoration of government authority throughout the territory as well as to the revitalization of the economy, electoral and judicial reforms, and the promotion of national reconciliation.

Mr. Annan urged all Ivoirians to put aside whatever reservations they may feel about the agreement. “Let them focus, rather, on the overall objective which we all share, namely to restore Côte d’Ivoire to its traditional status as a beacon of peace for the whole of West Africa,” he said.

* * *

Côte d’Ivoire 

Violent protests in Abidjan over a proposed peace accord and the general climate of insecurity in Côte d’Ivoire have forced the United Nations refugee agency to suspend all its operations in the country. 

The French-brokered accord reached last week, which calls upon the government, rebels and political opposition to share power in a transitional government until elections in 2005, has sparked a series of violent protests and demonstrations that have rocked Abidjan since Saturday.
A spokesperson for the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) announced the precautionary measure today, saying security concerns have forced the agency’s staff to temporarily put all operations on hold, including a repatriation movement that has so far sent some 900 Liberians home from the southwest. 

Despite the temporary suspension, Liberians in the area are still coming forward to register with UNHCR for help to return home. The agency estimates that up to 40,000 Liberian refugees still remain in the volatile western region of Côte d’Ivoire, including more than 5,000 in Nicla camp who cannot return home due to their ethnic background and known opposition to the Liberian Government.
Concluding her 11-day mission to the West Africa region last Saturday, UNHCR’s Deputy High Commissioner Mary Ann Wyrsch said that the agency had so far received little regional assistance in finding other solutions, such as alternative sites in the region for Liberian refugees stranded in western Côte d’Ivoire.

Ms. Wyrsch expressed her concern that even vulnerable refugees have become targets in Côte d’Ivoire, where, until recently, they were welcome members of the local community. “It is the responsibility of the Ivorian Government to protect them as well,” she said, appealing to the Ivorian people to make the distinction between refugees and rebels. “Refugees are vulnerable and in need of help,” she said.

Meanwhile, Carolyn McAskie, the Secretary-General’s Humanitarian Envoy for the crisis in Côte d’Ivoire, remained in Abidjan today. She is meeting with UN agencies to discuss ways to strengthen the coordination of humanitarian assistance.

* * *

Liberia

28 January – The United Nations Security Council today decided to re-establish an expert panel to monitor compliance with international sanctions levied against Liberia.

In unanimously adopting resolution 1458, the Council asked the Panel of Experts, which will comprise no more than five persons, to begin work no later than 10 February for a period of three months. The Council asked UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan to appoint the board.

During that time, the Experts are to conduct a follow-up assessment mission to Liberia and neighbouring States in order to investigate and compile a report on the Government of Liberia’s compliance with the demands contained in resolution 1343, as well as any violations of the measures referred to in subsequent resolutions adopted by the Council.

The Experts were also asked to bring any relevant information collected in the course of their investigations to the attention of the States concerned for prompt and thorough investigation and, where appropriate, corrective action, and to allow them the right of reply.

The sanctions were adopted by the Council in March 2001 in response to concerns about the reported transit of illicit diamonds – which were being traded to fuel the conflict in Sierra Leone – through Liberia.

The Council determined that Liberia’s support for the Revolutionary United Front (RUF) in Sierra Leone constituted a threat to international peace and security, and called on Monrovia to expel RUF members from its territory and withdraw its support for the rebel group.

Under the sanctions, all States must prevent the sale or supply to Liberia of arms and related materiel of all types. Countries are also banned from importing any rough diamonds from Liberia, while members of its government officials and their spouses are under the travel ban, with exemptions only for humanitarian reasons.

* * *

Diamonds

28 January – Concerned by the link between the illicit trade in rough diamonds and the fuelling of armed conflicts around the world, the United Nations Security Council today gave its backing to a global certification scheme for the precious stones.

In a unanimous resolution, the Council said it supported the ongoing process to refine and implement the regime, which was adopted at the Interlaken Conference, and called the plan “a valuable contribution against trafficking in conflict diamonds.” The 15-nation body said it looked forward to the scheme’s implementation and strongly encouraged the participants to further resolve outstanding issues.

The plan, known as the Kimberley Process Certification Scheme, is a negotiating procedure to establish minimum acceptable international standards for national certification schemes covering the import and export of rough diamonds.

Today’s resolution welcomed the voluntary system of industry self-regulation, as described in the Interlaken Declaration. The text also stressed that the widest possible participation in the Kimberley Process was essential and should be encouraged and facilitated, and urged all Member States to actively participate in the Scheme.

* * *

Iraq: inspections

28 January – A planned interview of an Iraqi by United Nations officials did not take place today after the individual insisted on having a witness present during the questioning, a spokesman for the UN said in Baghdad.

According to Hiro Ueki, on Sunday the UN Monitoring, Verification and Inspection Commission (UNMOVIC) requested one further private interview with an Iraqi individual, who showed up yesterday with an Iraqi official at the Al Hayat Hotel. A private interview did not take place, as he insisted on having a witness with him.

UNMOVIC requested another private interview yesterday, “and it did not take place today either, as the individual concerned insisted on having a witness with him,” Mr. Ueki said.

UNMOVIC has so far requested private interviews with 16 Iraqi individuals, but none has taken place so far. “UNMOVIC will further seek private interviews, as allowed in Security Council resolution 1441,” Mr. Ueki said.

The Commission currently has 100 inspectors in Iraq, while the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) has 11. The remaining 140 UN personnel in the country are support staff, including 50 aircrew and 31 local staff.

Meanwhile, Mr. Ueki reported that an UNMOVIC multidisciplinary team returned to the Ukhaider Ammunition and Missile Storage area, where 12 chemical rocket warheads had been discovered on 16 January. The team took a sample from the twelfth warhead for further analysis.

A biological team inspected the Saddam Centre for Biotechnology Research at Baghdad University, which focuses its research effort on DNA and reproductive technologies. A second team inspected the 7 Nissan stores, where a range of agricultural equipment, including sprayers, is kept. A third team inspected the Grain Board of Iraq’s main depot at Taji.

About 90 kilometres south of Baghdad, a chemical team visited the Furat State Company, which is designed to principally manufacture rayon and chlorine products.

A team of missile inspectors went to the Al Harith Missile Maintenance Workshop in Taji to re-tag SA-2 surface-to-air missiles, from which tags had been removed the week before for maintenance. The team also removed tags from other SA-2 missiles that will go through a maintenance cycle within the coming week. “The SA-2 missiles are tagged to ensure that they are not converted into ballistic missiles capable of proscribed ranges,” Mr. Ueki noted.

As for the IAEA, teams conducted inspections at the Nassr industrial machining and foundry facility, performed a motorized radiation survey in Baghdad and inspected the College of Science, the College of Education and the College of Engineering at the University of Babylon.

* * * 

Iraq: oil-for-food

28 January – Iraqi oil revenues for the week ending 24 January totalled $324 million based on the export of 11.4 million barrels, according to the United Nations office overseeing the humanitarian “oil-for-food” programme, which allows Baghdad to use a portion of its petroleum sales to buy relief supplies.

According to the Office of the Iraq Programme (OIP), there were eight loadings from the authorized terminals at Mina al-Bakr in Iraq and Ceyhan in Turkey, the only outlets allowed under the humanitarian scheme.

During the period, UN oil overseers approved nine new contracts, bringing the current total to 111 covering 273 million barrels of oil. Estimated revenue generated so far under the programme’s current six-month phase, which runs through 3 June, stands at $2.2 billion.

The UN Security Council established the oil-for-food programme on 14 April 1995. Since December 1996, some 3.3 billion barrels of Iraqi oil valued at about $62 billion have been exported under the programme. Of this amount, 72 per cent of the total has been allocated towards humanitarian needs nationwide since December 2000. The balance is distributed to a Compensation Fund for Persian Gulf War reparations, which receives 25 per cent; UN administrative and operational costs for the programme, which gets 2.2 per cent; and the remaining 0.8 per cent going towards costs for the weapons inspection programme.

Since December 1996, about $42 billion worth of humanitarian supplies, including $3.6 billion worth of oil spare parts, have been approved by the Council’s 661 sanctions committee and the OIP. Of this amount, some $26 billion worth of humanitarian supplies and equipment have been delivered to Iraq under the programme, including $1.6 billion worth of oil industry spare parts and equipment. An additional $10.8 billion worth of supplies are currently in the production and delivery pipeline.

* * *

WHO

28 January – A senior official from the World Health Organization (WHO) was nominated today to be the next chief of the United Nations agency.

The WHO Executive Board, which represents 32 nations, selected Dr. Jong Wook Lee from a shortlist of five after it heard oral presentations yesterday of each candidates’ vision of the future priorities and challenges for the Organization and questioned the applicants.

His nomination will be submitted for approval to the fifty-sixth World Health Assembly, scheduled to meet in Geneva from 19 to 28 May. If approved, Dr. Lee will succeed Director-General Gro Harlem Brundtland as WHO’s chief technical and administrative officer and policymaker and begin his five-year term on 21 July.

A native of the Republic of Korea, Dr. Lee has worked at WHO for 19 years in technical, managerial and policy positions, notably leading the fight against two of the greatest challenges to health and development: tuberculosis and vaccine preventable diseases of children.

After heading the WHO Global Programme for Vaccines and Immunizations and serving as a Senior Policy Advisor, in 2000 he became Director of the Stop TB programme, a coalition of more than 250 international partners, including WHO Member States, donors, non-governmental organizations, industry and foundations.

* * *

PAHO

28 January – The first woman to lead the regional office of the United Nations World Health Organization (WHO) in the Americas will be sworn in later this week, the agency said today.

Dr. Mirta Roses Periago, who is also the first Argentine to hold the position, will take her oath as Director of the 100-year-old Pan American Health Organization (PAHO) at a ceremony on Friday in Washington, D.C.

Dr. Roses was elected last September by the Pan American Sanitary Conference and will replace Dr. George Alleyne, whose five-year term ends on Friday. She most recently served as PAHO Assistant Director in charge of all technical cooperation programmes as well as the Organization’s Emergency Preparedness and Disaster Relief Coordination Programme.

* * * 

Cyprus

28 January – United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s Special Adviser for Cyprus, Alvaro de Soto, is scheduled to meet today in Ankara with senior officials of the Turkish Government.

Mr. de Soto is expected to hold talks with Prime Minister Abdullah Gul this evening following discussions with Foreign Ministry Under Secretary Ugur (UR) Zial, a UN spokesman said.

Meanwhile tomorrow, Mr. de Soto is to meet with the leader of the ruling party, Recep Tayyip Erdogan.

The Special Adviser is expected to return to Cyprus tomorrow in time to hold another meeting between the Turkish Cypriot Leader, Rauf Denktash, and the Greek Cypriot Leader, Glafcos Clerides.

* * *
UNICEF

28 January – The head of the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) today said the agency is seeking $534 million to meet the needs of children in 33 countries in crisis, including Iraq.

Executive-Director Carol Bellamy’s appeal came during a donor briefing in Geneva to detail UNICEF’s funding needs for countries in crisis and followed on the heels of a stop at the World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland, where she took part in a number of panel discussions related to global development and the importance of investing in children.

Turning to the subject of Iraq during the briefing, Ms. Bellamy said that although it was her hope that here would not be a war, UNICEF, along with the rest of the UN family, has been working on contingency plans to meet the humanitarian needs of the population, about half of whom are children.  She added that even though some of the countries in crisis occupy the headlines, the world should not overlook the children in any of them.

Ms. Bellamy was in Geneva as part of her two-week trip to Europe and South Asia to take part in discussions on sustainable development, armed conflict and HIV/AIDS.

* * *

Western Sahel

28 January – With thousands of people suffering in the drought-stricken region on the southern edge of Africa’s Sahara desert, the United Nations World Food Programme (WFP) today appealed for emergency food relief for five countries in Western Sahel.

To avert a humanitarian disaster, WFP said it needed $28 million to quickly purchase food rations to help feed 420,000 people suffering from three consecutive years of severe drought in southern Mauritania, as well as 160,000 people in Cape Verde, The Gambia, Mali and Senegal. 

According to WFP assessments, 2002 agricultural production in those countries has been so low that in the worst-hit areas, there will not be enough food to cover the needs of the rural population after the end of this month.

Manuel da Silva, WFP’s Regional Director for West Africa said the emergency appeal is to assist 580,000 people with 55,000 tons of food over 12 months. “But, WFP needs donations to succeed and those donations are needed urgently,” he added. 

As unrelenting drought ravages the entire region, “the worst-hit country in the region is

Mauritania, where people in the poorest regions are facing the biggest food crisis in years and the number of the needy is skyrocketing,” said Mr. da Silva. “The government in Nouakchott has already declared state of emergency and has appealed for international assistance.”

“Mauritania lies at the epicentre of the food crisis and hundreds of thousands would face starvation unless aid arrives soon,” Mr. da Silva said. “In addition to drought, heavy, out-of-season rains last year killed tens of thousands of livestock on which households depend to make a living during the hungry season starting in February.” People in most rural areas are barely getting by and acute malnutrition is increasing child mortality rates.

* * *

Argentina

28 January – The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) has signed an agreement with the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria, which will provide $12 million to fight AIDS in Argentina over the next two years.

According to the agreement signed yesterday in Buenos Aires, the funds will support Argentina’s strategic plan to fight HIV/AIDS, including preventive measures, as well as guaranteeing the availability of antiretroviral drugs through the country’s health care system.

Last week in Honduras, UNDP announced that the Global Fund allocated $2 million for that country’s anti-AIDS efforts, with the possibility of another $40 million grant for the coming four years.

* * *

Cuba

28 January – A long-standing member of a United Nations human rights panel has been named as the Personal Representative for Cuba of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights.

High Commissioner Sergio Vieira de Mello announced yesterday the appointment of Christine Chanet, a French judge specializing in criminal law who has been a member of the UN Human Rights Committee since 1996. In 1997 and 1998, she became the first woman in the panel’s 20-year history to hold the position of president.

Ms. Chanet’s appointment follows the adoption of a resolution last April by the UN Commission on Human Rights, which asked the High Commissioner to take the necessary steps to send a personal representative to cooperate with the Cuban Government’s endeavours to achieve progress in the field of human rights, as well as civil and political rights, equal to that it had achieved in the field of social rights for the people of the country despite an unfavourable international environment.

Ms. Chanet is expected to present a report to the next session of the Geneva-based Commission, which opens 17 March.

* * *

Afghanistan

28 January – The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) and the Government of Afghanistan today launched a major project to boost reading and writing throughout the country, which suffers one of the world’s lowest literacy rates. 

The Literacy and Non-formal Education Development in Afghanistan project (LAND AFGHAN aims to fill part of the education gap that resulted from the war, UNESCO said. The project’s main focus will be on building a nationwide network of literacy teachers, trained in modern non-formal education methods.

Coping with more than two decades of war has left Afghanistan with few qualified workers and professionals: most either fled the country or were killed during the conflict. Under the rule of the Taliban, women were not allowed to work and girls were forbidden from attending school. The agency estimates that only 51.9 percent of Afghan men over the age of 15 and a mere 21.9 percent of women in the same age group can read and write. 

While a vast effort is underway to rebuild the country’s education system and to get all Afghan children back in school, the adult population, responsible for the immediate reconstruction of Afghanistan, also needs to upgrade skills and knowledge, UNESCO said. 

During the second phase of the project, community learning centres will be set up in Kabul and throughout Afghanistan’s different regions to provide access to these literacy programmes for as many people as possible. Managers will be trained to run them. According to UNESCO, a special effort will be made to reach Afghan women and girls with the project, with the establishment of a Literacy Resource Centre for Girls and Women, sponsored by the Asia Pacific Cultural Centre (ACCU). 

The project is initially financed by a $500,000 contribution from the Japanese Government and is considered a flagship programme for the UN Literacy Decade (2003-2012) which will be officially launched at UN Headquarters in New York on 13 February.

***
UNEP

28 January – Youth leaders from nearly 40 countries gathering in Nairobi to promote young peoples’ contributions to worldwide environmental protection, are set to launch an international tree-planting campaign that initially will plant 4,000 seedlings to restore the forests of Kenya, the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) said today.

The launch of the campaign, “Plant for the Planet,” one of the highlights for delegates attending the Global Youth Retreat – which kicks off tomorrow and runs through 8 February – is taking place parallel to the UNEP Governing Council meeting. The retreat will also see the election of a Youth Advisory Council to UNEP. 

According to the agency, over 50 young people will join with Kenyan school children and an international group of environment ministers on 8 February at the Ngong Forest Sanctuary to plant 4,000 trees. The campaign is aiming to see more than a million seedlings planted to restore the native and rare indigenous trees to forests in Kenya.

UNEP’s Executive Director, Klaus Toepfer, said today he hoped the retreat would inspire youth to take the torch of a fairer, healthier and more equitable world forward. “Young people have a critical role to play in shaping the environment and helping to deliver a less poverty-riven world now, and in the future,” he added. 

Mr. Toepfer noted with concern that young people are some of the biggest consumers of goods such as mobile phones, computers and other electronic equipment. That pattern of behaviour was especially troubling in developing countries where much of the so-called “E-waste” ended up. “So the consumption patterns of the young are crucial in our push to deliver sustainable development,” he said.

* *** *
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