[image: image1.png]United Nations Environment Programme

Bl suaiall ool el - BAFFHMUE
PROGRAMME DES NATIONS UNIES POUR LENVIRONNEMENT + PROGRAMA DE LAS NACIONES UNIDAS PARA EL MEDIO AMBIENTE
MPOMPAMMA OPTAHM3ALIMW OB BEOMHEHHBIX HALMIA MO OKPYXKAIOLWEN CPEOE





 

THE ENVIRONMENT IN THE NEWS

Wednesday, 30 April 2003



War and the Environment - The Gulf Conflict

· The Guardian - We are not with you and we don't believe you
· Washington Times - All eyes fixed on Iraqi oil 

· AP - UNICEF: Water supplies in southern Iraq undrinkable within weeks 

· 
 


Toronto Star - U.N. fights for its life over Iraq
· Canberra Times (Australia)  - Doubts over a UN role in post-war Iraq;

· Los Angeles Times - Are We Dumb or Just Numb

Environmental News from the UNEP Regions


· ROA

· ROWA

Other UN News

· U.N. Highlights of  29 April 2003

 HYPERLINK  \l "Briefing" 


· S.G.'s Spokesman Daily Press Briefing for  29 April 2003


UNWIRE

April 29, 2003 

SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT: U.N. Panel Opens New Session 

The U.N. Commission for Sustainable Development yesterday opened its 11th session at U.N. headquarters, with ranking officials calling for more focus on environmental issues and better monitoring of progress toward long-term development goals.

Undersecretary General for Economic and Social Affairs Nitin Desai released a report at the start of the three-day meeting that outlined what he said is the role the United Nations must play in contributing toward the aims of last year's World Summit on Sustainable Development (U.N. release, April 28).

"The United Nations must focus its energies on providing strong, visible, coordinated and coherent follow-up within the organization's system," Desai said (U.N. release II, April 28).

Desai said Johannesburg goals should be integrated into sustainable development strategies already under way, like poverty reduction efforts undertaken at the national level (U.N. release).

U.N. Environment Program Executive Director Klaus Toepfer said at the meeting that a gap between the 10-year goals framed by the Johannesburg summit and the current state of development indicators underscores the need to organize implementation strategies.

"This critical issue should be considered during the commission's current session, as well as in the future," Toepfer said. "The international community must decide on a reliable framework to bring all available resources together in new efforts at implementation" (U.N. release II).

Desai said that in order to achieve the Millennium Development Goals, countries should be lifting 100,000 people from poverty every day, giving sanitation to 200,000 people and providing safe energy to 400,000. Current efforts, which are taking place mostly at the country level, constitute a "tiny fraction" of what needs to be done, he said (U.N. release III, April 28).

The World Bank used the meeting to call on rich countries to curb greenhouse gas emissions in order to illustrate to developing countries that growth is possible without environmental damage.

_________________________________________________________________________________________

ENS

G8 Environment Heads Focus on Water, Energy, Africa 

                      PARIS, France, April 29, 2003 (ENS) - The environment ministers of the G8,  the eight major industrialized countries plus the European Union, met in Paris over the weekend and issued a communique that sets the stage for the full G8  heads of government meeting scheduled for Evian-les-Bains in France from June 1 to 3. 

                      The G8 countries are Canada, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, Russia, the United Kingdom, and the United States. The European Commission is represented at the environment ministers meeting by Environment Commissioner Margot Wallstrom. 

Roselyne Bachelot-Narquin is the French Minister for Ecology and Sustainable Development. (Photo courtesy Assemblee Nationale)

French Minister for Ecology and Sustainable Development Roselyne Bachelot-Narquin chaired the meeting of the G8 environment ministers who referred often to the commitments made eight months ago at  the World Summit on Sustainable Development   (WSSD), and in March at the Third World Water           Forum, which they said "guided" their work. 

                                      The discussions focused on least developed regions and countries, particularly in Africa, water security, sustainable production and consumption, strengthening environmental governance and cooperation, as well as oceans and maritime safety. 

  The environment ministers said that "the universal provision of safe drinking  water is a complex global challenge requiring our ongoing attention." 

                      They paid specific attention to the issues of transboundary river basin  management and integrated water resource management in Africa, water efficiency, governance principles for access to safe drinking water and basic sanitation, and disaster prevention and mitigation. 

                      The ministers stated that they consider access to safe drinking water and  basic sanitation, access to energy, reducing air and water pollution, combating climate change through mitigation and adaptation, desertification  and deforestation, as well as biodiversity conservation to be "priority fields                      for action." 

                      Commissioner Wallstrom said, "We are fully committed to turning words into  deeds." 

                      European Environment Commissioner Margot Wallstrom (Photo  courtesy Office of the Commissioner)

                      In advance of the G8 environment ministers meeting,  the European Commission April 24 proposed to  commit €1 billion to a new EU Water Fund for partner countries in the Africa Caribbean Pacific (ACP)  regions. As a first priority, Wallstrom said, the fund would be orientated towards achieving the WSSD targets of halving, by 2015, the number of people across the world without access to safe drinking water and basic sanitation, within the framework of

                      integrated water resources management. 

                      But the ministers remained silent on the top divisive issues at the Third World Water Forum in Kyoto, Japan - water as a human right and the role of the private sector. 

                      Despite no open endorsement of the Camdessus report "Financing Water for All," which advocates privatization of water supplies, France is expected to include support for this document within the Global Water Plan PresidentJacques Chirac will present to the G8 leaders at Evian. The plan, written by  former International Monetary Fund chairman Michel Camdessus of France, aims to achieve the WSSD target to halve the proportion of people without access to safe water and sanitation by 2015. 

                      The environment ministers continued their support for sustainable development in Africa begun at the G8 meeting in Canada last year. 

                      In their 2003 communique, the ministers stated their support for the New  Partnership for Africa’s Development (NEPAD) adopted last year which defines a framework for sustainable development on the African continent. They particularly welcomed NEPAD's recognition of the close relationship  between environmental management issues and poverty reduction efforts, and the need to integrate these issues into economic development through the action plan implementation. 

                      Encouraging cooperation between African riparian states on transboundary and/or boundary watercourses, the environment ministers said, "Particular attention should be paid to transboundary river basin management in African river basins including the Niger, Senegal, Nile, Okavango and Congo." 

             The Dja River is located in a  transition zone between the forests of southern Nigeria  and southwest Cameroon and  the forests of the Congo Basin. (Photo courtesy  UNESCO)

The ministers said they are focusing on   sustainable forest   management in theCongo Basin and will

  "work with developing   countries to help them fight illegal logging." 

The ministers pledged to "take action to improve access to energy services." At the same time they stated their intention to promote the deployment of    renewable energy sources and cleaner and more efficient fossil fuels, in a way  that is compatible with sustainable development. "We will work in accordance

                      with NEPAD and, among others, through WSSD partnerships to deliver this and promote innovative market mechanisms," they stated. 

                      The wording of their communique reflects the opposition of the United States and the OPEC countries at the World Summit on Sustainable Development to  moves by the European Union and others to set targets and timetables for  renewable energy. The proposed targets and timetables were not retained in  the final WSSD Action Plan. 

                      The G8 Renewable Energy Task Force was not mentioned at all. Its ambitious  targets and timetables to provide two billion of the world's poor people with  energy within 20 years were not endorsed at the G8 Genoa summit in 2001 -  mainly due to U.S. opposition. The future of this group, headed by Sir Mark  Moody-Stuart, chair of mining giant Anglo American and a former Shell CEO                      who chaired the Business Action for Sustainable Development group at the WSSD, is still unclear. 

Germany firmed up Chancellor Gerhard Schroeder's offer at the WSSD for a  world conference on renewable energy, announcing it for Bonn in June 2004.  It will be preceded by a series of regional multi-stakeholder conferences on renewable energy. 

                      Russia promised to make every effort to enable President Vladimir Putin to tell the G8 Summit in June when Russia would ratify the Kyoto climate protocol, which would bring it into force. But the Kyoto Protocol was not mentioned in the Paris communique, in view of continued U.S. opposition to the pact to limit the emission by industrialized nations of six greenhouse gases  responsible for global warming. 

                      The environment ministers said they will take the lead at the UN Commission  on Sustainable Development now underway in New York on encouraging   countries to adopt 10 year framework programs in support of regional and  national initiatives to accelerate the shift to sustainable consumption and production patterns. 

                      Sustainable recreation in Cheshire County, England (Photo courtesy Groundwork UK)

                      "We will encourage sustainable local production and consumption patterns  which can help preserve landscape diversity and biological diversity, and contribute to poverty eradication. Tourism,                      sport, recreation and leisure activities, if consistent with environmental protection and social development, can also be engines for local sustainable development," the ministers said. 

                      The ministers reaffirmed their commitment to "actively promote corporate environmental responsibility and accountability and support continuing improvement in corporate practices in all countries." 

                      They "strongly support" the successful completion of the World Trade Organization negotiations, the ministers stated, and noted specific  opportunities in the negotiations on environmental goods and services. 

                      "The greening of government at all levels is imperative," they said, and pledged to work towards public procurement policies that encourage development and diffusion of environmentally sound goods and services; and "where appropriate, on a voluntary basis, effective, transparent, verifiable, non-misleading and nondiscriminatory consumer information tools  to provide information relating to sustainable consumption and production, including human health and safety aspects, bearing in mind that they should  not be used as disguised trade barriers." 

                      The ministers underlined their support for the United Nations Environment  Programme (UNEP), and advocated strengthening the scientific base of UNEP by improving its ability to monitor and assess global environmental change; as well as the current efforts to strengthen compliance with and enforcement of multilateral environmental agreements. 

                      The ministers noted that UNEP remains hampered by insufficient and unpredictable resources, and said they are seeking ways of providing it with  more predictable funding, a broadened base of contributions, more efficient and effective use of available resources, and greater mobilization of resources from the private sector and other major groups. 

                      France failed to win support for its three year old proposal for a World Environment Organization (WEO), as a balance to the World Trade Organization. 

                      France proposes to build a WEO on UNEP. It would centralize environmental activities of numerous international agencies and programs and manage the dozens of multilateral environment agreements, such as the Convention on  Biological Diversity, now served by separate secretariats. 

                      Other G8 industrial nations, which would have to contribute most of the WEO budget, are still against any new international organizations, as they were at  the World Summit on Sustainable Development, and they have enforced budget cuts in a number of UN bodies and programs. 

                      "Life on our planet is dependent upon the oceans," the environment ministers stated, and said they will continue their efforts in ocean and coastal  protection, including sustainable fisheries, the conservation of biodiversity,  the strengthening of marine science, the reduction of marine pollution, control  of invasive alien species, and greater maritime safety. 

                      "Despite the measures taken during the last years, the serious accident of the oil tanker Prestige has again demonstrated that the existing rules on tanker safety and pollution prevention need to be further improved. The damage to  the marine and socio-economic environment and the threat to the livelihood of  thousands of persons are of serious concern," the ministers said. 

Altero Matteoli is Italy's environment minister. (Photo courtesy Office of the Minister)

"A premeditated flop and abdication of responsibility," is how Italy's leading environmental group, Legambiente, described the G8 environment  ministers' meeting in Paris. 

In a statement, Legambiente's spokesperson Roberto  della Seta assailed the G8 group for dodging difficult           issues, ending up with "no concrete result, no targets, no commitments." 

"They passed the buck to the G8 Summit in Evian, and the WTO summit in Cancun, Mexico," said della Seta. The WTO meeting is scheduled for September 10 to 16. 

                      "Prospects for sustainable development are dim," della Seta concluded, reflecting the beliefs of many environmentalists in G8 nations. 

Extensive demonstrations and alternative conferences are planned in French and Swiss towns near the G8 Summit venue by dozens of Europe's  environment and anti-globalization groups. 

Key points of the communique will be reviewed by senior officials for  inclusion in the draft for the final declaration of the heads of state and government meeting at the G8 Summit at Evian. 

Meanwhile, the communique is under review by participants at the UN Commission on Sustainable Development now meeting in New York to  hammer out a work program and to carry out recommendations of the World  Summit on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg. 

The meeting of the 53 member Commission opened Monday and will continue through May 9. It will follow up decisions from Johannesburg to agree upon its new methods and organization of work and renew the focus on practical  implementation of sustainable development. ___________________________________________________________________________________

The Times (London) 

April 29, 2003, Tuesday 

Water returns to parched home of the Marsh Arabs 

Coalition forces have taken the first steps to try to restore the ravaged culture of Iraq's ancient marshlands.

      Allied troops have started to let water through one of the many dams built by Saddam Hussein to

      exterminate the Marsh Arabs by draining their homeland. One dry riverbed near the city of al-Kut has flowing   water for the firs time for years. However, it is but a drop in the ocean compared to the job of trying to   reverse one of the great man-made ecological tragedies of the past century, which has pushed life in some parts of the so-called cradle of civilisation to the brink of extinction. 

      Since Saddam turned his vengeance on the region that helped to spur the 1991 Shia uprising and provided

      safe haven for anti-Saddam rebels, its population has plummeted from a quarter of a million to little more

      than 20,000. 

      The once-lush oasis of Mesopotamia, between the Tigris and Euphrates, which many believe to have been

      the backdrop of the Garden of Eden, has been reduced to a crusted wasteland. Ninety per cent of the

      wetlands, which used to cover 8,000 square miles between al-Nasiriyah, al-Kut and Basra, have been

      destroyed. A rich ecosystem has been damaged, possibly irrevocably. Species of birds and three species of

      mammal are believed to have been lost. 

      Nevertheless, the United Nations Environment Programme is planning to convene a meeting of experts in

      Iraq next month. Some restoration is possible, according to a report due to be published today by Eden

      Again, a group funded by the US State Department. 

      The University of Pennsylvania's Institute for Strategic Threat Analysis is trying to win Pentagon agreement  for them to send ecologists, hydrologists and engineers to look at Iraq's water management, including   possible restoration of the wetlands. 

      Huge problems lie ahead. "Wetlands are not like coffee, where you can just add water. You have to add

      water in the right quantity, the right quality and the right timing," Thomas Crisman, director of the Howard

      T. Odum Centre for Wetlands at the University of Florida, said. 

      Rapid evaporation has left some areas with salt crusts 2ft deep. Unless fresh water is pumped through at

      sufficient speed, they will become lifeless salt ponds.

_________________________________________________________________________________________

The Associated Press

April 29, 2003, Tuesday, BC cycle

In purported Garden of Eden in southern Iraq, signs of paradise lost

      BYLINE: By ALEXANDRA ZAVIS, Associated Press Writer

      In the purported Garden of Eden, lifeless trees stand amid trash, patches of dry grass and salt-encrusted

      mud - the remnants of once-lush marshlands.

      For more than a decade, Saddam Hussein systematically destroyed the vast wetlands of southern Iraq -

      building dams and canals to drain the swamps, setting fire to the sea of reeds, and arresting and killing

      residents.

      Those left behind hope Saddam's fall heralds restoration of the devastated land to the paradise they

      remember - the one many scholars believe was the biblical Garden of Eden.

      "By taking our marshes, he took half our happiness," said Salih Karim Judran, a farmer and teacher living in a

      mud and grass village. The other half, also lost, Judran said, was security and democracy. 

      "The way to win over the south is to open the dams and flood the marshes," Judran said.

      The marshlands - home to rare species of boar and otter and a spawning ground for Persian Gulf fisheries -

      once extended 6,000 to 8,000 square miles across an area straddling the Iran-Iraq border.

      Satellite studies conducted by the U.N. Environment Program show less than 400 square miles remain

      today.

      Without urgent action, the U.N. agency warned in March, the entire wetland system could be gone in three

      to five years. An emergency release of water could stave off further deterioration, it said, but a long-term

      recovery plan is needed to bring back the scenes some marsh Arabs remember longingly.

      When Judran's father, Karim Judran, scans the desolate landscape, he recalls fields of wheat, rice and

      barley; orchards bursting with date palms, grapes and figs; and waters teeming with fish he remembers from

      his youth.

      "It was beautiful," the frail, white-bearded man says dreamily.

      Watching it disappear was one of the greatest tragedies of his life.

      "We were weak ... The regime was strong, and it was everywhere, so there was nothing we could do," he

      said.

      In the process, an ancient civilization is being wiped out.

      Marsh Arabs are the 5,000-year-old heirs of the Sumerians, who invented the world's first alphabet. Until

      recently, they maintained an ancient lifestyle, building dome-shaped reed houses on floating islands and

      navigating the swamps and rivers in bitumen-covered boats. They fished, raised buffalo and grew rice in the

      lush environment.

      But during Iraq's 1980-88 war with Iran, the marshlands became a launch pad for attacks by Iranian armed

      forces. Iraqi army deserters and political opponents also hid among the reeds, causing Saddam's government

      to accelerate a land reclamation project started decades earlier to drain saline waters from waterlogged

      farmlands to the north and west.

      After Shiite Muslims launched an unsuccessful uprising in the area at the end of the 1991 Gulf War, the

      project was extended to drain the marshes themselves. Saddam's regime bombed districts to clear out

      residents, then sent troops to secure the areas.

      More than 30 dams were constructed, reducing the water level downstream and eliminating the seasonal

      floodwaters that nourished the marshes.

      Tens of thousands of marsh Arabs were displaced, many ending up in Iranian refugee camps. Others now

      build their elegant reed homes in the sand on the outskirts of southern Iraqi villages and towns.

      As the marshes declined, so did the small market town of Qurnah, at the confluence of the Tigris and

      Euphrates rivers. Elegant brick homes were left to crumble, and the tourists who once stood for snapshots in

      front of a tree representing the one from which Eve plucked the forbidden fruit stopped coming.

      The biblical patriarch Abraham is said to have visited the site in 2000 B.C., and the tree was planted to

      commemorate that event, said Abbas Jabban, who used to manage the boarded-up hotel next to where it

      stands.

      The original tree was transferred to a museum in Baghdad, he said. The dried-out one that now stands in its

      place was planted around 1920 and stayed alive until 1975. No one remembers what kind it was, but it never

      yielded any fruit, he said.

      A few months ago, it toppled over and is now held up by a concrete base in a garden with anti-American

      graffiti on the walls. A small plaque identifying this as the site of the Garden of Eden was looted in the burst

      of lawlessness that followed Saddam's fall.

      Now that the war is over, Jabban has high hopes the river flowing gently past the hotel's gardens will swell,

      and the tourists who once filled its rooms will return.

      "There is nothing in this town except tourism," said the tall, robed man. "Without the tourists, the place is

      dead."

_________________________________________________________________________________________

The International Herald Tribune 

April 29, 2003 Tuesday 

Marsh Arabs fell victim to Saddam 

"It was paradise," said Hassan Naslob, 51. "When I was a child, life was good." 

      Born near where the Tigris and Euphrates rivers merge, the once fertile oasis some believe to have been the

      biblical Garden of Eden, Naslob lived the boyhood of a marsh Arab. 

      "When we were children, there was no reading or writing," he said. "Just fishing and playing in the reeds and having fun." For more than 5,000 years, the people here maintained an ancient lifestyle in one of the most  lush environments on earth. They lived in homes of reed floating on shallow waters, traveling from village to  village in small boats, fishing and growing rice amidst the water buffalo. 

      In little more than 10 years, Saddam Hussein managed to all but destroy that culture. Seeking to crush any

      opposition to his rule and to punish Shiite Muslims in southern Iraq for rising up against his government in

      1991, he systematically set about exterminating the marsh Arabs draining the wetlands, setting the reeds on

      fire and executing thousands of residents. Today, with Saddam's government toppled, the people of this

      part of Iraq are left with only memories and the fear that their way of life has been lost forever. 

      Naslob looked over the landscape of his childhood, and was quiet for a long while. "It is all gone," he said. 

      The once-glorious wetlands are now a barren wasteland, a muddy brown mess of trenches and salty earth

      stretching off into a flat horizon. The marsh Arabs, who numbered about a half a million in the 1950s, have

      dwindled to as few as 20,000 today, according to the United Nations. 

      During Saddam's rule, it was difficult for outsiders to confirm the damage shown by satellite images and

      described by refugees. Now, more than a month after war began here, it is a forbidding landscape where

      Iraqis warn against travel because of bandits and criminals. Just the other day, residents say, gunmen

      stopped a tomato truck, forced its occupants out onto the street and shot them in the back before taking

      the vegetables. 

      But as Naslob guided the way through his homeland, the devastation was evident. The water buffalo now

      wander dusty streets surrounded by long lifeless stretches. There are no birds in the sky and what little

      water is on the ground sits puddled and stagnant. 

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

      on the edge of extinction. 

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

      be a thriving village. 

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

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

      But he was soon forced to leave the marshes. 

      In 1971 the Ba'ath party had just come to power in Iraq, and military service was compulsory. Naslob was

      stationed in the north, near the Turkish border. He did not return home until 1974. 

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

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

      Naslob was forced to join the army again in 1982 to fight the Iranians. In 1987, he was wounded in a

      shelling. While recovering in a hospital, he decided he had enough of the army and fled back to the marshes.  He went to a village called Salih near Amara. 

      He was greeted by a startling sight. The bodies of Iranians and Iraqis were clumped together, lifeless, but

      with no signs of bullet or bomb injuries. He had heard about chemical weapons the Iraqis had used in the war with Iran and says he believes that that was what killed the people. 

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

      Abdul Amir Humod, a soldier in the Iraqi Army at the time, said that when Iranian soldiers reached the

      highway that runs from Basra to Amara, he saw Iraqi planes flying low and spraying the area. Later, he saw bodies. 

      There have been claims that Saddam directed chemical attacks on the marsh Arabs themselves, but those

      charges could not be independently verified. Still, the chemicals took their toll on the people here, both

      physically and psychologically, Naslob said. 

      After the 1991 Gulf War and the uprisings by the Shiites in the south of Iraq, the marshes became both a

      base for rebel attacks and a haven for refugees. Saddam then began what residents describe as a

      systematic attempt to exterminate the marsh Arabs. 

      "First he would send the militia and helicopters to try and capture people, shooting anyone who did not

      cooperate," Naslob said. "After 1991 he started to drain the marshes." 

      The marshes in Iraq used to cover nearly 21,000 square kilometers (8,000 square miles) between An

      Nasiriyah in the east, Al Kut in the north and Basra in the south. About 90 percent of the marshes has been

      destroyed, according to the UN Environmental Program. The effect on the wildlife has been as costly as

      that on the people. Eleven bird species and three mammal species are believed to have been lost forever.

_________________________________________________________________________________________

Greenwire

April 28, 2003 Monday

IRAQ: Marshland restoration possible but faces hurdles, experts; say

      BODY:

      If scientists can overcome scientific and political  challenges, restoration is possible for the wetlands of southern  Iraq that used to flow in that area that is now a desert,  according to a study government and academic experts are  expected to release tomorrow.

      Eden Again -- a group that hopes to restore the marshes, making the swamps suitable to sustain their former wildlife and culture -- convened the panel of experts. The State Department gave a $200,000 grant to Eden Again. Many people consider the  Iraqi marshlands the location of the Biblican Garden of Eden. 

      The marshlands are an integral part of the Tigris-Euphrates  river basin, shared by Iran, Iraq, Syria and Turkey. The United  Nations Environmental Programme warned last month that without   urgent action, the marshlands could completely vanish in three  to five years. Satellite images that UNEP reviewed over the past  three decades show that 90 percent of the marshland, which also serves as a spawning ground for Persian Gulf fisheries, has  disappeared.

      Besides pollution from war and industry, Saddam Hussein severely damaged the marshlands. He allegedly drained the marshlands to bring down the Shiite Muslims who rebelled against him in 1991. The intricate pools, streams and marshes declined  after Saddam used a system of dikes and canals to divert the  water (Greenwire, April 7).

      Scientists said the logistics and price tag for restoration  cannot be determined until they assess the damage in an on-site  visit, scheduled for June. But if the scientific and political  challenges of restoration can be met, the marshlands could  improve within two years and "approximate the look and function

      of a natural wetland" within five or six years, said panel  member Thomas L. Crisman.

      But restoration will be complicated, Crisman said.  "Wetlands are not like coffee, where you can just add water. You  have to add water in the right quantity, the right quality and the right timing," he said

      Since some areas have two-foot-thick salt crusts, water  flow into the marsh could create lifeless salt ponds if it is  not pumped at a high enough rate. Re-flooding in other areas cannot happen until scientists test for contaminants, Crisman  said.

      But whether water will be available for that restoration is  not yet clear. "The main constraining factor in this effort is  the availability of water," said Hassan Partow, a UNEP research officer. "The country and the region is in the grips of a water

      crisis, so it is a political question as well as a technical one that will determine the scale of the restoration." Partow said UNEP would convene interested parties in Iraq for marshland discussions by the end of May.

      Further complications arise from conflicting water  interests. While many scientists are committed to restoring the marshes, nearby farmers want water for irrigation, and Syria and Turkey have dams that limit water flow to the area.

      Oil interests may also conflict with wetland restoration. Geologists said vast sources of untapped oil lie beneath the marshes and energy researchers have predicted companies around the world will be vying for it (Greenwire, April 1).

      Crisman said the final challenge, even if the wetlands are  restored, will be restoration of the former marsh Arab culture.  "Never before have I been in a situation where the task involves restoring a culture at the same time as an ecosystem," Crisman  said. "The scale of this is potentially mind-boggling" (Louis

      Jacobson, Washington Post, April 28). -- AAF

_________________________________________________________________________________________

The Age

Return to Eden: the rush to revive marshes

April 30 2003

Scientists are hoping to restore once-revered  wetlands. Louis Jacobson reports from Washington.

Now that the war has ended, a team of scientists will head  to southern Iraq soon to determine whether a desert can be turned back into the primeval marshland it was before Saddam Hussein drained it. 

The marshlands of Mesopotamia, at the confluence of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, have long been revered for their unusual wetland ecology and for the 5000-year-old culture of the Madan, or "Marsh Arabs". 

The 7000 square kilometres of marshes may have been the inspiration for the biblical Garden of Eden, and the                   Madan are thought to descend from the Sumerians, who established humankind's first civilisation. 

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

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

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

About 95 per cent of the marshland became a crusty wasteland. Geologist Suzie Alwash, who helped organise                   Eden Again, the group hoping to lead the marsh restoration, said: "You've seen those dust storms as the                   troops moved north through southern Iraq? That used to be the marshland." She said that as US forces crossed                   the bridge at Nasiriyah, they should have been surrounded by three-metre reeds. 

The success of the project depends on how much financial aid and other assistance is mustered by the US,                   other countries and the United Nations. But, in a report to be released this week, an advisory panel of academic                   and government experts - convened by Eden Again and given a $200,000 grant by the State Department - is                   expected to conclude that some restoration is feasible.

Project adviser Thomas Crisman, from the University of  Florida, said that "wetlands are not like coffee, where you can just add water. You have to add water in the right quantity, the right quality and the right timing". 

Saddam made data such as river flow rates a state secret so many questions will remain unanswered until scientists reach southern Iraq - in June, if the current schedule holds.

Ms Alwash said some areas had salt crusts two-thirds of a metre thick because of rapid evaporation of brackish                   groundwater. If fresh water was not pumped through at  high enough rates, they would become lifeless salt ponds.

Another concern is contamination - from industry, sewage, agriculture, military detritus and deliberate poisonings by Saddam's government. Before reflooding, areas must be tested for contaminants.

The sediment beds hold the key to the marshes' recovery. They probably contain seeds and nutrients that would become building blocks for new marshes.

_________________________________________________________________________________________

The Economic Times 

April 29, 2003 

IRAQ'S ECOLOGY IN A MESS, SAYS UNEP REPORT 

      BYLINE: Chandrika Mago 

A new UN Environment Programme (UNEP) report shows Iraq's environment has taken a battering. 

      The latest conflict has added to the mess and misery from the war with Iran in the 1980s, the 1991 Gulf

      War, environmental mismanagement by the former Iraqi regime and the economic impact of sanctions, it

      says. There is "widespread military debris", including unexploded ordnance; the "intensive" use of depleted

      uranium (DU) wea-pons will have had effects which remain unidentified so far; smoke from oil-well and

      oil-trench fires has polluted air and soil locally, the report says. 

      UNEP's quick desk study says the destruction of military and industrial infrastructure during conflicts has

      released heavy metals and other hazardous substances into the air, soil and freshwater supplies. 

      The report says priorities should include restoring water supply, sanitation systems and cleaning-up pollution  hot spots and waste sites to reduce the risk of epidemics. 

      Another priority activity, it says, should be a scientific assessment of sites struck with DU weapons. Any DU  study would need precise coordinates of targeted sites. 

      The report recommends that guidelines be distributed immediately to military personnel, and to civilians, on  how to minimise the risk of accidental exposure to DU. 

      The list of damage goes on: Heavy bombing and movement of large numbers of military vehicles and troops have further "degraded" natural and agricultural ecosystems. 

      Once the desert's surface is disturbed, the underlying sand is exposed and may erode or blow away. 

      The country's major waterways are in bad shape. 

      The destruction of, and lack of investment in, water and sanitation systems means higher levels of pollution

      and health risks. 

      The study says environmental protection must be integrated into the wider cleanup and reconstruction

      process. It says some the situation is alarming.

_________________________________________________________________________________________

PANA

Kenyan alkaline Lake Elementaita faces extinction 

Elementaita
                       By John Mwaura

                       PANA Correspondent

                                Nairobi, Kenya (PANA) -  Kenya's alkaline Lake Elementaita in the eastern Rift Valley is threatened by silting caused by the massive destruction of vegetation and inappropriate human activity along its shores and catchment area.

                       The water mass occupies the lowest point in one of the inland basins associated with the formation of the Great Rift Valley, thousands of years ago.

                       According to wildlife conservation and management authorities, the lake was initially identified as a bird sanctuary due to the  huge flamingo population and over 450 other species of birds, which make a rare ornithological spectacle in East Africa.

                       The lake is also rich in other birdlife species such as ducks,  pelicans, African jacanas, Egyptian geese, grebes and the rare"purple swamp hen."

                       However, Lake Elementaita's catchment are subjected to water and wind erosion due to over-grazing, deforestation, charcoal burning and extreme slash-and-burn agriculture.  During dry spells, no water flows to the lake, as lucrative  financial proceeds from horticultural activities have encouraged extensive irrigation activities upstream.

                       Experts now contend that sedimentation, eutrophication and livestock waste threaten the lake's delicate ecosystem.

                       Toxic chemicals from agricultural pesticides and acaricides in  the lake's catchment areas have also been found in its food chain.

                       According to the chair of the Friends of Lake Nakuru and Elementaita Environmental Conservation Management lobby group, Joseph Muya, the water mass will be transformed into a "dead                       lake" if the current environmental degradation and pollution are  not checked.

                       In an interview with PANA Monday at the lake, about 145 km west of Nairobi, Muya expressed sadness that the surface vegetation and acacia tree species have been decimated with "impunity" and "disdain."

                       "Upstream in the Aberdares Ranges, and surrounding forests, -- a major source of rivers that drain into the lake -- destruction of vegetation cover and trees has been perpetrated at an alarming rate for short-term economic benefits," the environmentalist regretted.

                       According to the lobby group, farmers around the lake stood to gain more by converting it into a conservation zone rather than using it as rangeland.

                       "The biodiversity-rich lake area provides dry season fodder and animal salt lick, while the lush reeds are a habitat to a variety of bird life and are sometimes used as thatching material. We should conserve the lake at all costs," Muya said.

                       The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) has identified ineffective conservation policy and uncoordinated information management to be among the obstacles to Lake Elementaita's            preservation.

                       There is also an inadequate mechanism for monitoring and assessing biodiversity over time.

                       Conservationists stress the need for technical and financial resources, including research infrastructure, to implement the conservation agenda in Lake Elementaita and other Rift Valley lakes.

                       There is also dire need for trained manpower to assess and monitor the human and climatic impacts on wetland biodiversity in  the Rift Valley.

                       Meanwhile, a recent UNEP study recommended the immediate implementation of provisions contained in the Kenya Environmental Management and Co-ordination Act.

                       UNEP has also urged the government to immediately enact the  national wetland policies, while the development of nationa lguidance and regulations on introduction of alien species should also be given due attention.

                       Enforcement of existing laws and regulations pertaining to sustainable use of biological resources should also be maintained, UNEP stated.

                       To date, Kenya has so far gazetted Lakes Nakuru, Naivasha and Bogoria as wetlands of international importance. Muya believeas  that Lake Elementaita also deserves government protection.

                       "There is also a growing need for the local people, together with other stakeholders, to be consulted and mobilised to participate in decision-making on wetlands," Muya suggested.

                       The traditional environmental knowledge of the local population has also to be incorporated in the management and utilisation of wetland resources, he added.

_________________________________________________________________________________________

The Guardian

We are not with you and we don't believe you 

The message from Moscow 

Patrick Wintour in Moscow

Wednesday April 30, 2003

Tony Blair's first public attempt to heal the diplomatic wounds of the Iraq war suffered a humiliating rebuff yesterday when Vladimir Putin, the Russian  president, refused to lift UN sanctions and mocked the possibility that weapons  of mass destruction existed in Iraq. 

Mr Putin also clashed with Mr Blair by demanding UN weapons inspectors be allowed back into Iraq and challenged Mr Blair's vision of a new world strategic partnership, arguing it would be unacceptable for the US to dominate the international community. 

The public dressing down for Mr Blair came during a 63-minute press conference staged by the two men at Mr Putin's private residence outside Moscow. The two men had a fabled special relationship and Mr Blair had high hopes he would be able to wean Mr Putin away from his new anti-war alliance with France and Germany. 

         Mr Blair started with the full diplomatic niceties but became increasingly animated until he issued a dire warning of a new world order in which two different poles of power act as rivals to one another. The world faced a choice between a partnership between the US and the main countries of the world or a                                   continued "diplomatic stand off", he said. 

Mr Blair had been hoping to use his influence to persuade Russia to agree to  the Anglo-US demand to lift sanctions on Iraq in return for giving the UN an as yet unspecified "vital role" in the reconstruction of Iraq and its new government.

                                    But Mr Putin said Russia and its partners "believe until clarity is achieved over                          whether weapons of mass destruction exist in Iraq, sanctions should be kept in  place". Almost mocking Mr Blair, he went on: "Where is Saddam? Where are  those arsenals of weapons of mass destruction, if indeed they ever existed?   Perhaps Saddam is still hiding somewhere in a bunker underground, sitting on  cases of weapons of mass destruction and is preparing to blow the whole thing  up and bring down the lives of thousands of Iraqi people." 

          He added that sanctions could not be lifted since they had been introduced because Iraq had weapons of mass destruction."It is only the security council  that is in a position to lift those sanctions, after all they introduced them."   He also derided Mr Blair's talk of a new world order, saying: "If the decision-making process in such a framework is democratic then that is  something we could agree with, but if decisions are being made by just one member of the international community and all the others are required to support them that is something we could not find acceptable." 

Mr Putin insisted that the weapons inspectors could return now so that they could be summoned to any site in Iraq to make a "professional conclusion" on whether the weapons existed. The inspectors could be protected by UN or blue-helmeted soldiers along the line of the settlement reached in Afghanistan. He added that Russia was in a position to take immediate steps. 

The tone and content of Mr Putin's rebuff will cause deep anxiety inside  Downing Street which has been increasingly concerned that, following the war  in Iraq, a new bi-polar world order is established with the US on one side and  France and Germany on the other. 

Although Mr Blair said he was not disappointed by the Russian response, No 10  had hoped for a more flexible position - especially since Iraq's $8bn   outstanding debts to Russia will be examined by the so-called Paris club, the bankers of the leading industrialised countries. 

Downing Street was concerned last night over the implications of the mini-EU defence summit in Brussels yesterday. Mr Blair said he could not support such a new European defence institution if it became a threat to Nato or sought to duplicate its activities. 

Mr Blair also revealed a reluctance to become involved in another bout of diplomatic wrangling primarily with France and Germany over the UN's involvement in Iraq. 

He said: "Getting agreement with the UN is important, and it is important we get a vital role for the UN, but we are not going back into the rigmarole we had  the last time over the second UN resolution." 

He underlined the point at his press conference saying the role of the UN in post-war Iraq would be "the first test" of his proposed new strategic partnership. 

He asked: "Are coalition forces prepared to accept a vital role for the UN, but are our colleagues on the security council prepared to accept that our soldiers having fought and died in respect of this war cannot simply hand Iraq to the sole charge of the UN while the coalition forces are there on the ground                                    stabilising the situation."

_________________________________________________________________________________________

Washington Times

All eyes fixed on Iraqi oil 

By Hussain Hindawi and John R. Thomson

UNITED PRESS INTERNATIONAL

Iraq is a wealthy country, with the second-largest oil reserves in the region and, unique among Arab nations, large water supplies.  Although it may take two years to increase oil output to the 3.6 million                      barrels per day prior to the 1991 Gulf war, current levels of 2.5 million t o 2.8 million barrels per day are enough to keep bread on the nation's table.

Industry professionals estimate an unproven reserve in excess of 150 billion barrels in the long term. Added               to proven reserves of 112 billion barrels, Iraq's petroleum potential rivals that of the world's largest producer, Saudi Arabia.  The importance of Iraq's water  resources cannot be exaggerated. The Tigris River runs from the north through the center of Baghdad to the Persian Gulf. With the mighty          Euphrates, the Tigris creates the rich Fertile Crescent in the southern half of the country. The area's rich marshlands, the center of the majority Shi'ite Muslim community, were drained by the regime after                   the Shi'ites tried to overthrow Saddam Hussein after the 1991 Gulf  war.  In the process, agricultural capacity as well as the country's most  important tourist attraction were eliminated. But Iraq's agricultural  potential is so great that it again may become a net exporter of food to the Middle East in three to five years.  The political arena is where the postwar battle of Baghdad is being

                      waged.  In Babylonian times, 2,600 years ago, the government that  replaced King Nebuchadnezzar bore some resemblance to democracy, but except for a brief period in the 1920s, modern Iraq has had no experience with democracy. Across the centuries, the land and people of Iraq have been  conquered by invaders. Foreign-born and domestic despots have  been the rule. The current challenge is whether indigenous faction leaders can lead their people to a solution that is both representative and effective, as well as democratic. Iraq has one advantage: Its ethnic and religious groups had a long  history of peaceful coexistence before Saddam Hussein set tribe against tribe and sect against sect. That and the high education level of Iraqis may give the country a reasonable chance to achieve a workable political framework. A separate issue is whether the United States and its allies will strike the right balance of guidance or control during the months, or perhaps years, of peacekeeping in Baghdad and the other main population centers: Basra, Kirkuk and Mosul.  Many observers expect the United States to dominate postwar Iraq, creating long-term consequences throughout Arab nations and the entire Muslim world. Some Iraqi analysts do not rule out an armed Iraqi national resistance that could inflict such heavy losses that Washington would withdraw, as it did 30 years ago from Vietnam.                           Saddam, apparently hoping for such a scenario, told a visiting Vietnamese delegation shortly before the war that his country was  unable to stop an American attack, but could and would survive. Analysts reminded Washington of what happened when World War I British forces invaded that portion of the German-allied Ottoman Empire that became Iraq. Hundreds of British troops died during a June 1920 revolt, leading to Britain's withdrawal and eventual recognition of an independent Iraq. The newspaper Al Thawra, the leader among Iraq's government-controlled press, contended several months ago that the                      "Americans and British are trying, more than 80 years after the [1920 revolt], to impose a mandate on the Iraqi people under illusory and foolish pretexts."

                           However, several Iraqi intellectuals, including Islamists and  leftists, have refrained from prejudging U.S. intentions toward their country. After the April 21 arrival in Baghdad of U.S. postwar civil administrator Jay Garner, 65, a retired general, most Iraqi intellectuals remain skeptical of President Bush's commitment to help the Iraqi people create a pluralistic and democratic government that guarantees freedoms and maintains control over the country's natural  resources.

                           Gen. Stanley Maude, commander of the British force that occupied Baghdad in March 1917, spoke similarly to the Iraqi people on entering the capital: "I am designated to invite you, through your                      representatives, to participate in administering your interests; and to assist the British political representatives accompanying the army to support you, north and south, east and west, in achieving your  national aspirations."

                           Gen. Maude said the British aim in opposing German territorial ambitions was to "liberate the people with final and total freedom,  and establish governments and national administrations chosen by                      the national residents."   After recognizing Iraq's nominal independence, Britain sent a garrison of 150,000 troops. Iraq did not achieve real independence  until the 1958 military overthrow of King Faisal.

                           Meanwhile, U.S. ideals expressed in the Declaration of Independence won admiration among the Arab elite — until the CIA-backed coup in Iran overthrowing Mohammed Mossadegh in                      1952.

                           Concerns over American intentions deepened after the first Ba'athist coup in 1963, in which an estimated 5,000 leftist and democratic Iraqis perished. The role of U.S. intelligence services was                      well-known, prompting Ali Saleh al-Saadi, secretary-general of the Ba'ath Party, to say years later: "We came to power on an American train."

                           Until Iraq's 1990 invasion of Kuwait, the Arab image of the United States was negative, particularly regarding the Palestinian issue and a perceived Washington bias toward Israel. This, combined with Washington's strong economic interest in secure sources of oil,  prompted criticism of a U.S. double standard regarding democracy. "Iraq will burn with its oil," an Iraqi poet predicted more than 60  years ago on hearing the news of Iraq's first petroleum revenues. In subsequent decades, the country's "black gold" proved to be a curse and the cause of manifold miseries, including foreign occupations,  military coups, and wars internal and external.

               It was oil that allowed Saddam to intimidate, coerce and kill his Kurdish and Shi'ite countrymen and to invade Iran and Kuwait. Earlier, oil had been the overriding reason for Britain's occupation. Oil                      was also the driving force behind the first Ba'athist coup in 1963 and  the second in 1968, supported financially by British and U.S. oil companies.  Are more oil fires in Iraq's future?

                           The paradox, or perhaps the problem, is that there appears to be  no end to oil discoveries — so much so that industry analysts  believe Iraq may replace Saudi Arabia as having the world's largest                      proven reserves and highest production.

                           Just 15 of 74 proven oil fields are in production, and of the 59 that are untapped, 10 rank among the largest in the world. Moreover, of 526 known and evaluated petroleum deposits that have been classified as prospects, 125 have been drilled. It was these fields that French and Russian oil companies coveted and for which they had been vying for signed agreements with the ousted regime.                           Extraction of Iraqi oil, limited under international sanctions imposed since 1990, stood at war's end this month at 2.8 million   barrels per day, down sharply from an estimated 3.6 million barrels per                      day in the first half of 1980, before the outbreak of the Iraq-Iran war. Iraq's Oil Ministry had planned last year to develop 350 wells across the country under contracts with several Russian and French                      oil firms. Major emphasis was to be on the huge southern oil fields,  as part of an ambitious plan to increase production to 6 million barrels  per day.

                           Some analysts view the United States as having mixed motives for toppling Saddam's regime. The stated objective of disarming Iraq of weapons of mass destruction was considered by some convenient cover for Washington to reduce its dependence on Saudi oil, as well as to guarantee U.S. supervision of Iraq's oil wealth.  Paradoxically, U.S. refineries continued to be the largest importer                      of Iraqi oil while the Bush administration mobilized its forces to oust  the regime. A report by the Commerce Department revealed that Iraqi  oil shipments to the United States tripled in the fourth quarter of 2002, constituting about 6.4 percent of U.S. oil imports. Whatever happens, oil will be a central element affecting Iraqi events. Whether an Iraqi leadership loyal to the United States is                 installed in Baghdad or the Americans administer the country more directly, oil will figure prominently.

                           Before the outbreak of hostilities, Secretary of State Colin L.  Powell said the United States would control the oil resources from the outset, "to manage them for the interest of the Iraqi people." It is  widely presumed that U.S. energy companies seek long-term involvement in the rehabilitation and expansion of Iraq's oil industry.  One scenario predicts the United States will increase Iraq's oil                   production to 8 million barrels per day, with the aim of breaking the  power of the 11-member Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) by lowering oil prices and reducing ependency on Saudi oil.  This would be a historical irony, since Iraq was one of OPEC's five original founders in 1960, along with Iran, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia and Venezuela. French analysts fear that contracts between French oil firms and Saddam's regime are moot, recalling former CIA Director James                      Woolsey's warning that only if the French and Russians cooperated with the United States in replacing Saddam would U.S. companies be inclined to cooperate with counterparts in these two countries.                           One Arab observer mused on an either-or situation: "How will Iraq's oil revenues be used? To finance the coalition occupation ... without explicit U.N. authorization? Or to concentrate on improving the lives of Iraqis so they may savor the taste of change?"

                           In the first case, the United States would be the primary party  responsible for all of Iraq, including its oil, giving Washington a  chance to weaken, if not destroy, OPEC. It would exploit Iraq's oil  reserves as a means to reduce the influence of the other Gulf countries, especially Saudi Arabia, and enable more Iraqi oil to be pumped at lower prices to the American market.

                           In addition, it would punish countries opposed to the U.S.-British  use of force — particularly France, Germany and Russia.  How the new Iraqi government deals with OPEC and existing         production and pricing commitments will have significant impacts on  the oil industry worldwide. Russia, with $7 billion to $8 billion of aging Soviet-era loans owed to it by Iraq, would have benefited                      significantly from exploration and production deals between Russian  oil companies and Iraq as part of a larger economic agreement. Just last year France successfully negotiated an agreement to  develop the Majnoun field, believed to contain 30 billion barrels of  oil. This agreement is in jeopardy, as is France's favored commercial   position with Iraq for the past 30 years in which Jacques Chirac, now

                      its president, was a prime player.

                           • Hussain Hindawi is an Iraqi historian and journalist who currently serves as editor of UPI's Arabic News Service. John R.   Thomson has lived in Beirut, Cairo and Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, and                     reported on Israel's 1967 Six-Day War and the 1991 Gulf war.

_________________________________________________________________________________________
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AP - UNICEF: Water supplies in southern Iraq undrinkable within weeks 

BC-UN-GEN--Iraq-Water,0420 UNICEF: Water supplies in southern Iraq undrinkable within weeks, raising specter of epidemics 

GENEVA (AP) _ Water supplies in southern Iraq could be undrinkable within weeks because of a shortage of chlorine gas needed for water purification, leaving millions of people _ especially children _ vulnerable to disease, UNICEF said Tuesday. 

Although many pumping stations that were knocked out during the U.S.-led war on Iraq have now been repaired, they are facing dwindling supplies of chlorine gas needed to purify the water they draw from the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, said Marc Vergara, a spokesman for the U.N. children's agency. 

Only a small proportion of raw sewage is treated in Iraq, with most being dumped in the country's rivers. With the stations set to run out of chlorine gas within two weeks, completely untreated water could soon be pumped directly to Iraqi homes. 

UNICEF urgently needs US$3 million to buy enough gas to purify water for 4 million southern Iraqis over the next three months, Vergara told reporters. He also urged coalition forces to accelerate gas deliveries to the stations. 

UNICEF also plans to boost the number of tanker trucks it is sending to the region from neighboring Kuwait, from 20 to 100 a day, Vergara said. 

Aid agencies are concerned that drinking unsafe water could cause outbreaks of cholera, dysentery and diarrhea. 

``Diarrhea, which is annoying in the West, is deadly in this part of the world,'' Vergara said. The illness, which causes dehydration and accelerates malnutrition, already is one of the biggest killers of Iraqi children. 

Vergara, who returned recently from the southern Iraqi port of Umm Qasr, said he saw doctors in a city hospital register 40 cases of children with diarrhea in one morning _ the same number admitted during the entire month of April 2002. 

One severely dehydrated 6-month-old girl weighed just 3 kilograms (6.6 pounds) _ around the same as a newborn. Her mother already had lost three babies to diarrhea, Vergara said. 

Aid groups have so far been unable to collect accurate numbers of cases in other southern cities, including Basra, but fear the situation is much worse there because of problems trucking water. 

_________________________________________________________________________________________

Toronto Star

April 29, 2003 Tuesday  Ontario Edition

U.N. fights for its life over Iraq
BYLINE: Stephen Handelman, Toronto Star

BODY:

This week the United Nations is fighting for its life. No, the world forum is not about to collapse on the dustbin of history. But the principles that governed it for the past half-century are under such strain that the outcome of the struggle over who gets to run a post-Saddam Iraq could push it to a permanent place on the sidelines of international affairs. 

   Some people might say that's where it deserves to be. Take, for example, the much-abused oil for food program, established in 1995 to provide humanitarian relief for Iraq in the face of economic sanctions.  

   The U.N.-administered program, which allowed Saddam Hussein to sell limited quantities of oil and use the revenues for emergency food and medicine, was suspended when war began. Last week the U.N. Security Council approved a three-month extension to June 3.

   The program supported 60 per cent of Iraqis. It was also allegedly riddled with corruption. Although no oil has been flowing since the bombs started dropping, the extension allows U.N. officials to market contracts for petroleum  already in the pipeline.

   It also, more subtly, revives the U.N. administrative aid network that had been frozen out by the war. But should Iraq continue being a ward of the U.N.? Most U.N. members believe the oil for food program - and the sanctions that made it necessary - must stay in place until Iraq has a legitimate new government.

   U.N. resolutions, they argue, give it ultimate legal authority in deciding whether Iraq has fulfilled the obligations made after the 1991 Gulf War to disarm.

   Washington calls this absurd. If the regime that made such sanctions necessary is no longer in power, what's the point? On the surface, of course, Washington is right. But the U.N. is not just being legalistic. This is a power struggle.

   "The question for many people is whether lifting the sanctions gives the U.S. a free hand in Iraq," says George Rupp, president of the International Rescue Committee. "Other countries don't want to give up the only leverage they've got."

   The U.S. correctly sniffs that its military victory in Iraq is being mortgaged by the very nations who opposed its actions, and has responded in

kind. "On principle," a U.S. official told the New York Times last week, "we don't want the United Nations running around Iraq."

   That goes for not just the oil for food program, but arms inspection, civil reconstruction and the multitude of other peace-building programs that the U.N. has operated in Iraq for the past 12 years.

   The U.S. wants the entire sanctions regime lifted. And it plans to introduce a resolution at the Security Council this week to that effect.

   That's where the battle will be joined.

   But what's at stake is something far larger: The U.N.'s legitimacy as a player in resolving conflicts. There's a growing body of opinion that the U.N.'s peacemaking role is now an historic anomaly. A controversial article in the May issue of the prestigious Foreign Affairs journal argues that the "grand

experiment" set out in the U.N. Charter has "failed."

   "Since 1945, so many states have used armed force on so many occasions, in flagrant violation of the charter, that the regime can only be said to have collapsed," writes professor Michael Glennon, of the Fletcher School of Law and Diplomacy.

   Iraq is only the latest example, he says, observing that America's emergence as a super-powerful state has exposed the entire edifice of international law that governs conflict as dubious.

   But there's a flaw in Glennon's argument. While the U.N. may not be a satisfactory legal authority, it is still perceived by most of the world as the only morally legitimate one.

   And that counts. Even inside the United States, public opinion continues to favour giving the U.N. a crucial role in determining Iraq's future.

   By questioning the U.N.'s legitimacy in Iraq, Washington undermines the system it helped put into place to combat other arms proliferators, like North Korea.

   And as powerful as Washington is, it cannot use military force alone against problems that equally threaten global security, such as terrorism or economic inequality.

   There's no doubt that Iraq has crystallized a profound change in world affairs, and raised important questions about international institutions that  were once thought solid - from the U.N. to NATO. All will need critical rethinking.

   But the struggle this week can have a happy ending only if all U.N. member states climb down from their rhetorical positions. The war is over: What's needed now is a blueprint for managing the peace.

   Stephen Handelman's column appears every second Tuesday.

__________________________________________________________________________________

 Canberra Times (Australia)

April 29, 2003 Tuesday  Final Edition

Doubts over a UN role in post-war Iraq;

After Kosovo, the United Nations has severe limitations for building institutions and offering governance, says Tony Preston-Stanley.

   THERE is an intuitive case for a United Nations presence in post-war reconstruction and institution-building (in both the sense of the "rules of the game" and rebuilding democratic governance structures) of Iraq.

   Coalitions have been built before and multilateral organisations should have access to a diverse pool of talent. By now the UN should have honed attributes that are transferable to Iraq. Nevertheless there is reluctance for it to take a lead role in coordinating institutional restructure of Iraq. This may not just

be a function of the loss of cohesion that seemed to be present with the passage of Resolution 1441, nor the culmination of years of mounting frustration on the part of the United States reflected in its recent doctrinal shift. I suspect a UN Mission in Kosovo model could be in the minds of those now seeking a role in Iraq. My observations over two years in Kosovo suggest the UN has severe limitations for institution-building, especially if it is, temporarily, "the government". The UNMIK model of several pillars, under different multilateral organisations' leadership, brings a proliferation of competing agenda and interests from both multilateral and national participants, inhibiting rapid democratisation. It is like herding cats. Dr Bernard Kouchner, the initial     Special Representative of the Secretary General, was the first pro consul of Kosovo. He described his task as "mission impossible". This was probably a self-fulfilling prophecy. Apart from the tensions referred to, the intransigence and internal tensions among the Albanian majority's representatives, as well as the similar obstinacy of the Serbian participants, were of gold-medal standard. 

   Inexperience in, and poor standards of, governance remains pervasive. Almost four years after its arrival and a full year after the first session of the elected Assembly, UNMIK still holds, at times tightly, some very important reins of government. It and the EU (as well as the peace keepers in NATO) look to be

settling in for a long haul. The UN is now widely perceived as meddlesome and  preventing the (admittedly immature) government from getting on with business, even if that means making its own mistakes. The vexed issue of status remains unresolved and, thus, one more destabilising factor in the Balkans. The prophecy was made more likely by the limitations of the UN's own culture. The UN has poor standards of transparency and accountability. Principles of merit and performance are honoured in the breach. Decision-making is by consensus and low common denominator. Risk aversion inhibits legal process. Long-term members of UN organisations often have little or no experience in modern government or their origins are in "democracies" distinguished by dysfunctional governance.

   Individuals' interests often lie in security of tenure rather than a swift transition of power. Frequently, effort that could have been directed to capacity-building for good civil administration was diverted and repeated to those who were supposedly there to give guidance and support. For others the Holy Grail was "peace-keeping" (the division of the UN which coordinated the UNMIK effort) which was, somehow, seen as separate from building a sound civil administration. To the extent peace has been achieved, it has basically meant partition. There are three good examples of institution-building in Kosovo. One is the Kosovo police and a second is the customs service. Both were started from scratch and both owe more to other players than the UN for their establishment and nurture. The third example of successful institution-building the Central Fiscal Authority, a nascent Finance Ministry serves to illustrate a possible model for Iraq, with or without the UN as coordinator. The current SRSG, Michael Steiner, recently described CFA as one of the most successful institution-building components of UNMIK. The CFA was part of the EU pillar although most international staff came almost entirely under a contract funded by the US government, through USAID, from September 1999. 

   Most people employed under this contract (I was one) would not meet the employment criteria of the EU as they were not from member countries. Thus, in the CFA case, success truly did have many to claim parenthood. The main UN contributors were some individual lawyers who facilitated the preparation and

passage of legislation in spite of the internal culture of extreme risk aversion and, importantly, the strong support of all three of the occupants of the position of SRSG. By the beginning of 2002, CFA had developed a substantial local capacity as a full-function, unified Finance Ministry based on sound

international practices and much of the responsibili- ty was transferred to local control following the election of an interim provincial government. How could the UN improve? While there are some individual exceptions, the Division of Peace Keeping Operations has not fostered the development of a cadre of appropriately qualified individuals for the task of building the institutions of governance.

   Symbolic or not, there might be a division of the UN recognising the requirement for a core of professionals for such a role and fostering of an indigenous institutional and human capacity to take over the task. This group could develop mechanisms for the appropriate (not just any and not by quota)

resources to be put in place promptly. The contracting model has some attractions and there is evidence that where necessary a quick response can be achieved, even with a modicum of open competition. There are several lessons that could be learnt from Kosovo. The UN, however, has limits as a learning

organisation.

   It tried constantly to apply precedent to an allegedly unique situation and many of its rules are rooted in the 1940s. To quote a memorable line from a UN document I saw, reporting on a "lessons learned" seminar in New York:    "Unfortunately we have learned that lesson on many occasions, to no avail."

   Tony Preston-Stanley is a former Canberra public servant employed for more than two years from early 2000 under the USAID contract mentioned in the article. He is presently working in Montenegro as a technical adviser. All the opinions expressed are his own.
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Are We Dumb or Just Numb?

BYLINE: Robert Scheer, Robert Scheer writes a weekly column for The Times.

BODY:

   Forget truth. That is the message from our government and its apologists inthe media who insist that the Iraq invasion is a great success story even though it was based on a lie.

   In the statement broadcast to the Iraqi people after the invasion was launched, President Bush stated: "The goals of our coalition are clear and limited. We will end a brutal regime, whose aggression and weapons of mass destruction make it a unique threat to the world." To which Tony Blair added:

"We did not want this war. But in refusing to give up his weapons of mass destruction, Saddam gave us no choice but to act." 

   That claim of urgency -- requiring us to short-circuit the U.N. weapons inspectors -- has proved to be a whopper of a falsehood. Late Sunday, the U.S. Army conceded that what  had been reported as its only significant WMD find -- two mobile chemical labs and a dozen 55-gallon drums of chemicals -- "showed no positive hits at all" for chemical weapons.

   But we now live easily with lies. "As far as I'm concerned, we do not need to find any weapons of mass destruction to justify this war," writes Thomas L. Friedman in the New York Times. The pro-administration rationalization holds that the noble end of toppling one of the world's nastier dictators -- assuming that the Iraqi people end up freer and not ensnared in an Iranian-type theocracy -- justifies the ignoble means of lying to the world. Or, as Friedman puts it, "Mr. Bush doesn't owe the world any explanation for missing chemical weapons (even if it turns out that the White House hyped this issue.)"

   Hyping? Is that how we are now to rationalize the ever more obvious truth that the American people and their elected representatives in Congress were deliberately deceived by the president as to the imminent threat that Iraq posed to our security? Is this popular acceptance of such massive deceit exemplary of

the representative democracy we are so aggressively exporting, nay imposing, on the world?

   It is expected that despots can force the blind allegiance of their people to falsehoods. But it is frightening in the extreme when lying matters not at all to a free people. The only plausible explanation is that the tragedy of Sept. 11 so traumatized us that we are no longer capable of the outrage expected of a

patently deceived citizenry. The case for connecting Saddam Hussein with that tragedy is increasingly revealed as false, but it seems to matter not to a populace numbed by incessant government propaganda.

   The only significant link between Al Qaeda and Hussein centered on the  Ansar al Islam bases in the Kurdish area outside of Hussein's control. That's the "poison factory" offered by Colin Powell in his U.N. speech to connect Hussein with international terror. But an exhaustive investigation by the Los Angeles

Times of witnesses and material found in the area "produced no strong evidence of connections to Baghdad and indicated that Ansar was not a sophisticated terrorist organization." Moreover, the purpose of this camp was to foster a holy war of religious fanatics who branded Hussein as "an infidel tyrant" and refused to fight under the "infidel flag" of his hated secular regime.

   The embarrassingly secular nature of the government was summarized in another Los Angeles Times story on the status of women: "For decades, Iraqi women -- at  least those living in Baghdad and some other big cities -- have enjoyed a degree of personal liberty undreamed of by women in neighboring nations such as Saudi Arabia and the Persian Gulf emirates."

   Those freedoms -- to drive, study in coeducational colleges and to advance in the professions -- are now threatened by the fundamentalist forces unleashed by the invasion. The former U.S. general now governing Iraq has stated that he will not accept a reversal of those freedoms, but our long history of cozy

relationships with the oppressive Gulf regimes can't be reassuring to Iraq's women.

   Such issues would be less compelling had the claim that Iraq's weapons of mass destruction posed an imminent security threat to the U.S. proved true. Our goal, the destruction of  those weapons, would then have been clear, and once that goal was accomplished, an expeditious U.S. withdrawal would have been

justified.

   But in the absence of such a threat, the U.S. role in Iraq becomes inevitably stickier. For "Operation Iraqi Freedom" to be more than a catchy propaganda slogan assumes an enduring obligation to provide the content of freedom to the Iraqi people that Americans claim to believe in. It is hoped that will includethe election of a leader who tel ls the truth.

_______________________________________________________________________________________

REGIONAL OFFICE FOR AFRICA  (ROA)- NEWS UPDATE

30 April 2003

UNEP/UN in the news

Environmental crisis threatens NEPAD, says Zambian minister 

New York, US (PANA) - Zambia's Tourism, Environment and Natural Resources minister, Patrick Kalifungwa, said Tuesday that growth efforts of the New Partnership for Africa's Development (NEPAD) could only succeed if environmental policies were fully implemented at the regional level. He told a UN session on sustainable development that tourism facilities and forest resources of many African countries had come under threat by drought and desertification. "Tourism development is still constrained due to environmental degradation and encroachments on cultural heritage sites, poaching activities and limited access to affordable long-term finance," the Minister said. environmental problems in the region, air pollution, climate change, drought and desertification still posed serious threats to the economic fortunes of the country. According to him, weak policy, institutional and legal framework, low capacity to conduct monitoring and research to form policy development and lack of inter-sectoral co-operation on environment are the other problems confronting the country.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng051247&dte=29/04/2003
Kenyan alkaline Lake Elementaita faces extinction 

Nairobi, Kenya (PANA) - Kenya's alkaline Lake Elementaita in the eastern Rift Valley is threatened by silting caused by the massive destruction of vegetation and inappropriate human activity along its shores and catchment area. The water mass occupies the lowest point in one of the inland basins associated with the formation of the Great Rift Valley, thousands of years ago. The lake was initially identified as a bird sanctuary due to the huge flamingo population and over 450 other species of birds, which make a rare Toxic chemicals from agricultural pesticides and acaricides in the lake's catchment areas have also been found in its food chain. 

The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) has identified ineffective conservation policy and uncoordinated information management to be among the obstacles to Lake Elementaita's preservation. There is also an inadequate mechanism for monitoring and assessing biodiversity over time. A recent UNEP study recommended the immediate implementation of provisions contained in the Kenya Environmental Management and Co-ordination Act. UNEP has also urged the government to immediately enact the national wetland policies, while the development of national guidance and regulations on introduction of alien species should also be given due attention. Enforcement of existing laws and regulations pertaining to sustainable use of biological resources should also be maintained, UNEP stated. To date, Kenya has so far gazetted Lakes Nakuru, Naivasha and Bogoria as wetlands of international importance. 

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng051063&dte=28/04/2003
General Environmental news

Experts discuss convention to manage Lake Tanganyika 

Bujumbura, Burundi (PANA)- Environmentalists in Burundi are currently discussing a convention on the sustainable management of the waters of Lake Tanganyika, which is shared by Burundi, Tanzania, Zambia and DR Congo. Tanganyika Lake project coordinator Benoît Nzihamiriza explained the significance of the convention as a legal framework for the sharing of its natural resource between the four countries. It also spells out rules for the development of the lake's resources as well as for limiting possible conflicts, Nzihamiriza added. The convention further outlines a strategic plan of action to develop on the preservation, management and use of the waters of Lake Tanganyika, including the impact of fishing, pollution, transportation and the proliferation of water hyacinth. Lake Tanganyika, one of the largest in the world, is the greatest reservoir of fresh water on the planet with a volume of 18,000 cubic km. It boasts of up to 1,300 species of fish, invertebrates and rare plants, some 500 of which are endemic. The lake stretches over a total surface area of 31,900 sq. km. http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng051331&dte=29/04/2003
Central Africa Launches New Forest Management Initiative 

Libreville, Gabon (PANA) - A new project dubbed Partnership Network for the Sustainable Management of Central African Forests has been launched in Libreville, Gabon. The three-year project, which involves Cameroon, Gabon, Congo Brazzaville and the Central African Republic, has a grant of 2 billion francs CFA from the European Commission and the Worldwide Fund for Nature (WWF). Its aim is to help logging companies develop their forest concessions with a view to adapting to requirements at the world tropical timber market. Environmental specialists insist on forest resource management based on the identification of exploitable forestry resources and the elaboration of long-term operating plans as a plausible alternative to the abusive exploitation. A similar partnership launched in Johannesburg in September on the sidelines of the World Summit on Sustainable Development is meant to back up a network of close to 10 million hectares of national parks and protected areas, and about 20 million developed forest concessions.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng051319&dte=29/04/2003
France sends SOS to G8 for Africa's development 

Paris, France (PANA) - In their meeting held ahead of the next summit in the French town of Evian for the world's eight most industrialized nations (G8), environment ministers of the G8 have called for expanded co-operation between rich countries and Africa in water and energy sectors. "In the context of poverty, diseases and desertification, G8 countries must help the region meet three major challenges -- access to potable water and energy, and the development of an agriculture capable of stopping the repeated waves of famine," recommended French Minister of Environment, Roselyne Bachelot, in a speech here Saturday that tied poverty to the environment.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng050995&dte=28/04/2003
South African govt. outlaws flimsy plastic shopping bags 

Johannesburg, South Africa (PANA) - South African shoppers will have to find other ways of carrying the items they buy when the law banning thin plastic carrier bags comes into effect in May. Owing to environmental concerns the South African government has outlawed the flimsy plastic carrier bags. The careless disposal of such plastic bags has caused a serious pollution problem in the country. The new law, which will come into effect 9 May, will require manufacturers to stop the production of such plastic bags. Instead they will have to raise the thickness of their plastic bags to make them durable enough for re-use. Indications are that, when the law comes into effect, shoppers will have to buy re-usable bags. The law also restricts branding on these plastic bags to enable easier recycling in the event that they can no longer be used.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng051005&dte=28/04/2003_______________________________________________________________________________________

ROWA MEDIA BRIEFING

Palestine
Billion for the damage in the Sewage System

The Deputy of the Water Authority declared that more than billion dollar is needed to repair the damage in the sewage system which was caused by the Israelis practices and violations in this regard. He talked about the effect of the untreated sewage water on the environment, public health, the ground and surface water, that not only effect the Palestinians, but also the Israelis.     

http://www.alquds.com/today/local/local2.html
Kuwait
Arresting Violators

The General Manager of the Environment Public Authority praised the Ministry of Interior’s efforts in seizing violators of the decision that forbid the hunting of  immigrant and settled birds. He declared that they viewed the results of the campaign of tackling these hunters and holding their guns and praised this great cooperation between the Environment Public Authority and the Ministry of Interior in different environmental issues.    
http://www.kuna.net.kw/Main.htm
Saudi Arabia
Civil Engineering and Environment

Under the patronage of H.R.H. Prince Sultan Bin Abdel-Aziz, the Head of the Environmental Ministerial Committee, the Annual Meeting of the Saudi Civil Engineering Society will be held 20 May “ The Civil Engineering and its role in Protecting the Environment”. .
http://www.okaz.com.sa/okaz/default.htm
The Sustainable Development Meetings

H.R.H. Prince Turkey Bin Nasser, the Chairman of Presidency of Metrological Environment Protection headed the  Saudi delegation members participating in the 11th Meeting of Sustainable Development which will be held in New York 28 April – 9 May. It is expected that this session will discuss the topics of the agenda concerning its work plan, organization, procedures and commitments of implementing the WSSD in all levels, and to follow up the regionalization in the  implementation forums of the outcomes of the WSSD.         

http://www.alyaum.com/issue/page1.php?fldPageID=1
http://www.alriyadh.com.sa/Contents/28-04-2003/Mainpage/LOCAL1_7289.php
UAE
ERWDA awards winners of Environmental Competition 2003 

The Environmental Research and Wildlife Development Agency (ERWDA) announced the names of the winners of the Environmental Competition 2003 at an Awards Ceremony held at Marina Mall on yesterday. ERWDA's Secretary General, and the Director of Abu Dhabi Educational Zone and other officials attended the certificate ceremony, according to an ERWDA press release. The competition, which was launched on October 14th of last year to coincide with Arab Environment Day, was opened to students of Government and Private schools within the Emirate of Abu Dhabi. The Environmental Competition is being organized for the third year in coordination with the Abu Dhabi Educational Zone. This year the competition was sponsored by Marina Mall. It aims to create a more environmentally aware generation of students who care for their environment. Many government and private schools from Abu Dhabi, Al Ain and Western Region Educational Zone participated in the competition and entries were submitted as schools ran an inter-school competition and then submitted the best three entries, from each category, to ERWDA. Government and private schools entries were judged by high profile people selected from Cultural Foundation, UAE University, Abu Dhabi Educational Zone, ERWDA and free lance artists. Entries and winning paints, artworks and crafts made by the students were displayed at an Environment Competition Exhibition which is being held at Marina Mall from 27th April to 2nd May 2003

http://www.wam.org.ae/english.htm
Oman
Beach Clean-up

The Clean-up campaign which was organized by the Ministry of Regional Municipalities, Environment & Water Resources has completed its work within the last three weeks in cleaning up the coasts in the  Middle Areas.

http://www.omannews.com/sand29.htm
Syria
The General Foundation of Water in Latakya is monitoring the nets and water tanks in the city by a continuous sampling from different sites in order to monitor the water in the city, so they have a plan to change 80 km of the net of the city.

http://www.teshreen.com/daily/_local.asp?FileName=20030428143635
_________________________________________________________________________________________
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T U E S D A Y    H I G H L I G H T S
Iraq

*
Annan hopes for ‘effective’ UN role in establishing new government

*
UN opens new food corridor but dirty water threatens ‘potential calamity’

*
Extension of UN Oil-for Food pumps $100 million more into relief pipeline

*
UNESCO to send experts to compile data on looted antiquities

Other news

*
Annan appeals to Security Council for funds to secure peace in Côte d’Ivoire

*
West African leaders urge Security Council to help ensure peace in Côte d’Ivoire

*
UN agencies launch $85 million consolidated appeal for Côte d’Ivoire 

*
WHO to take Toronto off SARS precautionary travel advisory

*
Senior UN health official welcomes Asian efforts to fight SARS

*
UNICEF commends Bush’s endorsement of $15 billion AIDS bill

*
24 countries elected to UN human rights commission

*
Chief of UN refugee agency calls for aid to countries to curb people smuggling

*
As security improves UN agency resumes aid work in remote areas of Liberia 

*
World falling far short on Millennium Development Goals – UN official

*
UN, European Union sign financial and administrative agreement 

*
List of short-term judges for Rwanda tribunal forwarded to General Assembly

*
ICJ hears arguments for preliminary measures in Congo case against France

* * * *

Iraq: Secretary-General

29 April – United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan said today he hoped the world body would play an “effective role” in the process of establishing a new Iraqi Government.

“This idea of establishing an Iraqi Government is a process,” he told reporters at UN Headquarters in New York when asked how crucial it was that the UN play a significant role now in the steps coalition forces and the Iraqis seemed to be taking in forming a transitional government.

“We are at an early phase, and as we move down the line I hope there will be an understanding which would allow the UN to play an effective role in the process,” he added.

The Secretary-General said he hoped there would be progress “in the not-too-distant future” to clarify the UN role and that he would be meeting with the Security Council this week on the issue.

Asked why he had not sent an observer to yesterday’s meeting in Baghdad of various political factions called by the United States, he said it was because discussions were still going on in the Council.

“Of course, the Security Council is discussing the UN role in Iraq,” he replied. “I will be meeting with them this week and I hope we will be able to make progress in the not-too-distant future. Obviously, apart from the UN role on the ground, the Council is also discussing the issues of sanctions, oil-for-food and other related issues.”

He added: “We are hoping to have a clearer idea of the UN role, and also hoping to get additional information as to the process and the organization of the meeting (in Baghdad), but of course this does not mean that in the future, once we have finished our discussions, we will not find a way of cooperating with others.”

Asked whether he saw the role that the Europeans were trying to play in Iraq as strengthening the role he would like the UN to play, Mr. Annan replied: “The European Union has been very supportive of a UN role in Iraq and have been discussing this with us and also with Washington. They have been consistent, and you are right, they have been trying to support the UN role in which they would also play an active role.”

* * *

Iraq: humanitarian

29 April – United Nations relief agencies today reported the opening of a fifth food corridor into Iraq, the imminent return of more international staff and the dispatch of emergency medical supplies, but warned that rapidly dwindling chlorine supplies in the south could leave water untreated within weeks, with “potentially calamitous” results.

“It’s not too much to say that we are alarmed. The water situation is acute,” Carel de Rooy, head of the Iraq office of the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) told the daily briefing in Amman, Jordan, on UN humanitarian activities.

“People have to understand that children who contract diarrhoea, never mind cholera, cannot retain their food. They wither away. And we are on the cusp of seeing contaminated water flow directly from the putrid main rivers into household pipes,” Mr. De Rooy said, speaking from the southern city of Basra where a UNICEF team has been assessing the water situation.

Noting that there was a parallel rise in diarrhoea in towns where lack of chlorine had begun to show in the past week, he said: “What’s needed now is an emergency shipment of about 400 tons of chlorine gas. Without it, we’ll see many more child deaths by the end of this month.”

Adding her voice to the alarm, UNICEF Executive Director Carol Bellamy said: “The dirty water equation is a simple one. Young children have developing immune systems and low body weight. Add a bout of diarrhoea or cholera picked up from dirty water, and we can lose them very quickly.” 

On a more positive note the World Food Programme (WFP) said it had opened a fifth humanitarian food corridor today with a 22-truck convoy from Kuwait carrying 880 tons of wheat flour, enough for 100,000 people for a month. The agency is already operating food corridors from Turkey, Iran, Jordan and Syria.

The latest convoy was headed for Nassariya, where a weekend assessment reported that household stocks were unlikely to last beyond the first week of May. The city is the capital of Thi Qar province with a population of over 900,000 people.

The WFP said that with 200 aid trucks rolling into northern Iraq daily it had achieved pre-war security levels there and was now reaching out to cover the food needs of the central region.

For its part, the World Health Organization (WHO) said it was sending three large trucks from Amman to Baghdad with tons of emergency supplies to respond to critical shortages of medicines and other health supplies. 

These included 40 emergency health kits, with each kit serving 10,000 people for three months with basic drugs, surgical items, insulin and auto destruct syringes. The delivery would thus help serve the urgent health needs of 400,000 people until the end of July, spokesperson Fadela Chaib said. 

The UN Humanitarian Coordinator for Iraq (UNHCOI) said 30 more international staff left Larnaca, Cyprus, today for Diyarbakir in Turkey, prior to re-entry into northern Iraq. This was the second team to be deployed to the north and it would remain temporarily in Kirkuk before travelling to Mosul, their final destination, once the security situation improved, spokesman David Wimhurst said.

Meanwhile, he said the security situation in Baghdad remained uncertain. Shooting continued after dark despite recommendation by the military authorities that residents observe a curfew from 11 p.m. to 6 a.m. Although political activity was on the increase, with new parties appearing daily, the ready availability of small arms, which could be bought at very low prices in local markets, would remain a destabilizing factor unless steps were taken to prevent access to such weapons, Mr. Wimhurst added.

* * *

Iraq: Oil-for-Food

29 April - The value of priority supplies that can be shipped to Iraq from the United Nations Oil-for-Food pipeline has surged nearly $100 million, to $548.6 million thanks to a three-week extension granted the already adjusted programme, on which 60 per cent of Iraqis depend as their sole source of sustenance.

The total was $455 million before the Security Council last week extended Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s authority to run it for another three weeks, until 3 June.

The programme was temporarily halted on 17 March after the withdrawal of all UN staff from Iraq on the eve of hostilities. The Council adopted a first resolution on 28 March giving Mr. Annan more authority to administer the operation for the next 45 days, until 12 May, including prioritizing deliveries and finding new entry ports to speed their shipment.

The UN Office of the Iraq Programme (OIP), which oversees the Oil-for-Food programme, under which Baghdad was allowed to use part of its revenues for food and humanitarian supplies, said today the increased value was directly related to the extension of time granted to suppliers under the new resolution.

OIP said it and other UN agencies and programmes were continuing to identify the most easily accessible priority items in the pipeline and negotiate with suppliers to speed the shipment of supplies under already approved contracts.

* * *

Iraq: cultural heritage

29 April – Striving to recover priceless antiquities looted from Iraq’s museums, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) announced today that it was sending an expert team to Baghdad to help establish a database and prevent international trafficking in the stolen artefacts.

In a message read to a meeting of international experts in London, UNESCO Director-General Koïchiro Matsuura said a database combining all archives, lists and inventories relating to Iraq’s heritage was essential to enable customs and police authorities as well as dealers to identify the status of particular objects.

“That is why I am about to send, in the days ahead, a first mission of eight high-level experts in order to make a preliminary assessment of the situation and identify immediate actions to be taken so as for UNESCO to ensure the appropriate institutional framework and its coordination role in the safeguarding of cultural heritage in Iraq,” he added.

In the message, read out by UNESCO’s Assistant Director-General for Culture, Mounir Bouchenaki, who co-chaired the meeting with the Director of the British Museum, Neil MacGregor, Mr. Matsuura outlined the measures he had already taken. These included contacts with the international police organization Interpol, the World Customs Organization and the International Confederation of Art Dealers.

He has also asked UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan to submit the question of illicit traffic to the Security Council for a resolution to impose a temporary embargo on the acquisition of all Iraqi cultural objects and to call for the return of such goods to Iraq if acquisitions or exports of this kind have already taken place.

The session followed an earlier meeting at UNESCO headquarters in Paris on 17 April in the wake of the looting of major museums, libraries and other Iraqi cultural centres, principally in Baghdad and Mosul, with the loss of antiquities stretching back 7,000 years. 

The list of participants included curators of the largest collections of Mesopotamian antiquities outside Iraq from the Hermitage Museum in St. Petersburg, the Middle East Museum in Berlin, the Louvre in Paris, the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York and the British Museum.

* * * 

Côte d’Ivoire: Secretary-General

29 April – With important steps finally underway to secure durable peace in Côte d’Ivoire, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today appealed to the Security Council for the urgent, necessary financial and logistical support needed for the West African peacekeeping force to continue playing its essential role in promoting regional reconciliation.

Addressing the Security Council at the outset of its meeting on the situation in Côte d’Ivoire, Mr. Annan appealed to the 15-nation body, as well as the wider international community, to quickly provide the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) with the additional financial resources required to sustain its troops – ECOFORCE – for the next six months. 

In order to complement the efforts launched by ECOWAS, the Secretary-General said he had also recommended the establishment of a small UN operation comprising military liaison components as well as human rights, civil affairs and media components. “I hope that Council members will shortly authorize this mission so that the United Nations can strengthen its role in the Ivoirian peace process,” he said. 

Mr. Annan praised the work already undertaken by ECOWAS as well as France and other countries and institutions helping the various Ivoirian factions grapple with the challenges of rebuilding their nation in the aftermath of sixth months of conflict. 

The Secretary-General added that the high-level ECOWAS delegation attending the meeting, including the Foreign Ministers of Guinea, Ghana, Nigeria and Senegal, as well as Côte d’Ivoire, reflected how seriously West Africa considered the issue of replenishing ECOFORCE’s depleted resources and ensuring its vital role in promoting peace and security in Côte d’Ivoire.       

“At this critical time, when the various Ivoirian parties have at last begun taking important steps to implement the Linas-Marcoussis accord, ECOWAS has found it necessary to decide on a substantial increase in the size of ECOFORCE in order to make it more effective,” he said.

The Secretary-General informed the Council that Albert Tévoedjré, his Special Representative for Côte d’Ivoire, was chairing the follow-up committee established under the Linas-Marcoussis accord. He added that he was pleased with the progress Prime Minister Seydou Diarra has made in establishing the new Government.

* * *

Côte d’Ivoire: Security Council

29 April – As part of its ongoing bid to tackle new challenges to international peace and security and reinforce broad cooperation with regional groups, the United Nations Security Council today met with a high-level delegation from West Africa to discuss ways to ensure genuine peace in Côte d’Ivoire.

After hearing UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan appeal to the Council for the financial and logistical support needed for a West African peacekeeping force to continue its essential role in promoting reconciliation in Côte d’Ivoire, the 15-nation body heard from the Foreign Ministers of Ghana, Côte d’Ivoire, Guinea and Nigeria, which are part of the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS), as well as that organization’s Executive Secretary, Mohammed ibn Chambas.

Leading off the discussion, Foreign Minister Nana Addo Dankwa Afufo-Addo of Ghana and current ECOWAS Chairman, said following so many months of turmoil, the hoped-for government of national reconciliation in Côte d’Ivoire was finally in place. Now that the country was returning to the path of normalcy and peace, it was essential for the international community to give the maximum measure of support to the process the Ivoirians themselves had initiated.

ECOWAS had decided that it was necessary to expand ECOFORCE from 1,200 to 3,300 soldiers, he said. The mandate of the original force had been a monitoring role, but now it has been transformed to include protection of the Government, patrolling the borders, in particularly the western border, responsibility for the demobilization and disarmament of militias and creating conditions for the new Government to have full control of the territory.

“These expansions have had financial implications,” he said, adding that despite efforts to find a homegrown solution, the available means were insufficient. ECOWAS sought backing from the Council for support in financing of the force. He said the delegation had been to Washington, D.C. and would go to Europe tomorrow to press the case for financing. The tour would conclude with a donors’ conference in Brussels on 12 May.

Côte d’Ivoire’s Foreign Minister, Baba Mamadou, said since the conclusion of the Linas-Marcoussis Accord, the political developments in his country had been relatively satisfactory and though his country was determined to make the march towards peace irreversible, some problems remained.

“It has not been easy to restore confidence among the groups involved in the fighting,” he said. Today, there were concerns regarding the situation in the west, where rebels from Liberia and Sierra Leone were present. On the diplomatic level, the Chief of State of Côte d’Ivoire and Head of State of Liberia had just met to consider the border issues between the two countries. A meeting was also to take place today or tomorrow between the chiefs of military staff of Liberia and Côte d’Ivoire. Another important concern was the problem of small arms in the region, and it was necessary to monitor and control the dissemination of such arms.

For his part, Mr. Chambas said a common theme in many recent Council discussions had been the link between instability and deepening poverty. The easy availability of small arms and the link of prolonged crises and readiness of unemployed youth and mercenaries to take part in the conflicts was another important issue. It was necessary to break the cycle of violence and create conditions for peace and stability, and the role of regional organizations was important in that respect.

ECOWAS had taken up that challenge, but was facing a lack of financial resources. The Council should play a lead role in creating the right synergy with ECOWAS in dealing with peace and security. In that regard, it might be prudent for the Council to provide requisite resources.

François Lonseny, Foreign Minister of Guinea, said the ECOWAS mission was to create the best possible conditions for peace and stability in West Africa in order to stimulate development, and he appreciated the Council’s support for ECOWAS. ECOWAS must be given the means required to continue to bring about peace and stability in Côte d’Ivoire.

Echoing the sentiments of the other speakers, Foreign Minister Dubem Onyia of Nigeria said he only wished to add that that the Council needed to take the issue of Côte d’Ivoire seriously. “The international community cannot stand by and watch the situation there deteriorate,” he said. “To ensure peace and stability in the region, it is necessary to come to the aid of Côte d’Ivoire.”

* * *

Côte d’Ivoire: humanitarian

29 April – In Abidjan today, the United Nations launched a system-wide appeal to help stave off a humanitarian catastrophe for 3 million people in and around Côte d’Ivoire still reeling after months of civil unrest and ethnic violence that swept the country and threatened to engulf nearly all of West Africa.  

UN agencies are appealing for just over $85.8 million to respond urgently to the immediate needs of an estimated three million vulnerable war-affected people in Côte d’Ivoire and the five neighbouring countries: Liberia, Guinea, Burkina Faso, Mali and Ghana, for the remainder of 2003.

Launching the UN Consolidated Inter-Agency Appeal from Côte d’Ivoire’s main city today, Carolyn McAskie, Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s Humanitarian Envoy for the crisis urged the donor community to shake off its image of Côte d’Ivoire as a relatively stable country merely undergoing a political crisis.

The conflict in Côte d’Ivoire, which erupted last September, has reverberated throughout the region. It resulted in large-scale exodus of Ivoirians seeking refuge in neighbouring countries. There have also been massive populations movements within Côte d’Ivoire’s borders, as an estimated 750,000 people have been forced to seek shelter in other parts of the country. The crisis has caused social services to fail in many areas and the breakdown in law and order has led to vigilantism in the south of the country and serious human rights violations in the north and west. 

“There are major humanitarian needs, which must be addressed immediately,” Ms. McAskie said today. “Even if all parties agree without further delay to implement a comprehensive political settlement, it could take up to a year to repair the immediate impact, and several years to make up for the economic losses suffered. Some losses will never be regained.”

The “Côte d’Ivoire Plus Five Appeal” focuses on providing aid in priority sectors including food security, health, water and sanitation, education, human rights protection, and coordination. It seeks, among other things, some $17.5 million for humanitarian programmes within Côte d’Ivoire, $8.9 million for Guinea, $3 million for Burkina Faso, $3.8 million for Mali and $8.3 million for Ghana. Humanitarian efforts to address problems such as food security, repatriation of third country nationals and health care at the sub-regional level will require $21.5 million.

* * *

SARS: Canada

29 April – The United Nations health agency announced today that it was lifting its precautionary advisory against non-essential travel to Toronto, Canada, effective tomorrow, in view of positive changes there with regard to the outbreak of Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS).

Travel advisories by the World Health Organization (WHO) remain in effect for Beijing, Hong Kong, and Guangdong and Shanxi Provinces in China. SARS, the first major new infectious disease of the 21st century, first broke out in Guangdong last November and as of today has claimed 5,462 probable cases with 353 deaths in 27 countries.

Announcing the decision on Toronto, WHO Director-General Gro Harlem Brundtland cited three changes over the last week since the agency issued the advisory. The magnitude of probable SARS cases has decreased, 20 days have passed since the last cases of community transmission with no new confirmed exportation of cases reported, and WHO has been assured by Canadian authorities that pro-active screening measures at airports will be implemented as recommended by the agency.

There is no change in Toronto’s status as an “affected area.” Viet Nam, which is the first country to have contained its SARS outbreak, was removed from the list of affected areas yesterday.

China has reported by far the largest number of probable SARS cases, with 3,303 as of today. SARS has a mortality rate of about six per cent.

* * *

SARS: Asia


29 April – Stressing that early detection and protection were two simple strategies that can contain Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS), a top United Nations health official today welcomed the “unprecedented efforts” made by the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) against the new potentially deadly disease.

“Meetings of this level and magnitude to form a common strategy against a specific disease, show how serious countries are to become free of SARS,” David Heymann, Executive Director of the World Health Organization (WHO) Communicable Diseases Cluster told Asian leaders gathered in Bangkok, Thailand.

The meeting included the heads of government of ASEAN – Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore, The Philippines, Thailand, Myanmar, Brunei, Cambodia, Laos and Viet Nam, plus China, including Hong Kong. As of yesterday, there had been 5,050 probably cases of SARS, 321 of them fatal, in 26 countries, the vast majority in East Asia.

Mr. Heymann told the leaders that that there were two simple strategies that could contain and eventually stop SARS – detecting all cases and protecting those at risk of infection from these cases. He said countries needed to detect and treat SARS cases early while taking effective measures to protect the rest of the population.

He added that this was reflected in the procedures endorsed at the meeting, where countries agreed to standardize screening of all travellers, isolate and treat identified SARS cases, and, importantly, share accurate and timely information.

* * *

HIV/AIDS

29 April – The United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) today commended President George W. Bush of the United States for his leadership in endorsing a $15 billion emergency bill to tackle AIDS in Africa and the Caribbean, and urged for substantial investment in prevention among young people.

“Because the future of the epidemic will be driven largely by the decisions that successive waves of young people make throughout their lives, investments should focus first and foremost on providing young people with the wherewithal to make the healthy, informed decisions that prevent HIV infection,” UNICEF Executive Director Carol Bellamy said following President Bush’s endorsement of the bill.

At a White House ceremony, President Bush gave his full support for a bill promoting a comprehensive prevention package that includes the thorny issue of condoms, which some sought to keep out of the final legislation, UNICEF said.

Based on a successful Ugandan model that saw prevalence rates among pregnant women drop from 20.6 per cent in 1991 to 7.9 per cent by 2000, the bill designates $3 billion a year for five years towards efforts to fight AIDS in Africa and the Caribbean. It is intended to help prevent 7 million new infections, treat at least 2 million people with life-extending drugs, and provide care for millions more suffering from AIDS, including children orphaned by the disease.

Ms. Bellamy encouraged the US administration to also direct a larger percentage of the total amount towards the UN Global Fund to Fight HIV/AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria. “The international community set up the Global Fund as the most efficient way to channel resources to developing countries to help them deal with the HIV/AIDS crisis,” she noted. “The Fund desperately needs more support – in money and in commitment – from the US in order to remain viable.”

The countries to receive assistance are Botswana, Côte d’Ivoire, Ethiopia, Guyana, Haiti, Kenya, Mozambique, Namibia, Nigeria, Rwanda, South Africa, Tanzania, Uganda, and Zambia.

* * *

ECOSOC

29 April – The Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) – the United Nations forum that coordinates the work of specialized agencies, functional and regional commissions – today held elections to fill vacancies in its various subsidiary bodies, including the choice of 24 countries for its key human rights commission.

The 53-member Commission on Human Rights, based in Geneva, promotes universal enjoyment of all human rights by giving practical effect to the will and resolve of the world community as expressed by the United Nations. It plays the leading role on human rights issues and emphasizes the importance of rights at the international and national levels, promoting international cooperation.

Fifteen countries won new terms to the Commission by acclamation, including Congo, Egypt, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Nigeria, Mauritania and South Africa from the Africa region. Hungary and the Russian Federation were selected from the group of Eastern Europe states, while Costa Rica, Cuba, Dominican Republic, Guatemala, Honduras and Peru were chosen from the Latin American and the Caribbean States.

Secret ballots were held to determine representatives in Asia and Western Europe. Italy, the Netherlands and the United Kingdom won the European seats, while Bhutan, India, Nepal, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and Indonesia represent the Asian region.

Elections filled vacancies on a number of other bodies, including those dealing with sustainable development, the status of women, narcotic drugs, population, crime prevention, science and technology. ECOSOC also elected Executive Board members to several UN agencies.

* * *

Refugees

29 April – The top United Nations refugee official today called for a policy of “burden sharing” to help host countries near the origin of outflows accommodate refugees and thus curb people smuggling and related transnational crime.

“Promoting access to proper protection and solutions would indeed reduce crime and irregular flows,” UN Commissioner for Refugees Ruud Lubbers told a regional ministerial conference on people smuggling in Bali, Indonesia

Advocating the concept of “Convention Plus” as an expansion of the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, Mr. Lubbers said: “This is about protection in the context of solutions, effective repatriation and burden sharing which should help to reduce secondary flows, assisting countries near the origin of the refugees to allow people to stay there.

“Convention Plus is about sharing responsibilities and to spread the burden of refugees,” he added. “Convention Plus can assist also countries who are not yet signatories to the 1951 Convention, to include them in pragmatic arrangements to offer solutions to the benefit of all.”

Stressing the need to fight crime in the field of refugees, Mr. Lubbers added: “But to be effective in fighting crime, it is not sufficient to increase border control and attack criminal networks. You have been engaged in this for many years, but the problem is still with us.

“One needs to limit ‘the oxygen’ of this crime, to reduce the number of victims available to be exploited by criminal networks. You must therefore not only live up to the spirit of the1951 Convention, but also engage in comprehensive solutions – in Convention Plus. Solutions for refugees and burden sharing is not only a humanitarian and political challenge. It is also about fighting crime.”

Mr. Lubbers said that providing support to host-countries of refugees to give effective temporary protection and allow integration could make an enormous difference in terms of stabilizing populations and preventing them from moving on.

“It is important to go for burden sharing – not burden shifting – and to ensure that the desire of individual states to reduce the number of asylum-seekers is not pursued at the expense of neighbours or the international community,” he added.

* * *

Liberia

29 April – The United Nations refugee agency today said it is gradually re-establishing a presence in the remote areas of Liberia, close to the border with Côte d’Ivoire, where tens of thousands of people had been cut off from humanitarian aid for two months due to increased conflict. 

“Over the past two weeks the security situation in the area has somewhat improved, allowing some aid workers to go back for the first time since 28 February when an attack uprooted thousands of civilians and left three humanitarian workers dead,” UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) spokesman Kris Janowski said in Geneva.

Last Thursday, UNHCR and World Food Programme (WFP) staff travelled to Saclepea, Nimba County, to distribute food in the transit camp hosting over 700 Ivoirian refugees and 34 West African migrant workers who fled the conflict in Côte d’Ivoire. The team stayed in Saclapea for three days, before returning to Monrovia on Sunday, after reports of renewed fighting in the neighbouring town of Tappita. 

UNHCR also continues to review the possibility of a full resumption of aid efforts in Harper, a coastal town in southeastern Mariland County, where it is, in collaboration with WFP, currently operating two flights per week. UNHCR will today use a WFP-chartered boat to send some non-food items, light vehicles and fuel for the refugee operations there.

“We hope that refugees and other people displaced by the fighting in the area will now attempt to reach Harper as soon as they hear that aid is available there,” Mr. Janowski said.

Close to 100,000 people – a mix of Ivoirians, Liberians and third-country nationals – have fled into Liberia since the conflict spread to western Côte d’Ivoire in mid-November of last year. UNHCR also learned that refugees continued to arrive from Côte d’Ivoire but could not verify the reports independently.


* * *

Millennium Development Goals

29 April – A top United Nations development official has warned that the international community is falling far short of reaching targets set by world leaders in 2000 at the UN Millennium Summit, stressing that 100,000 people needed to be raised out of poverty every day, 200,000 must be provided sanitation and 400,000 more with safe energy in order to meet those goals.

What was currently being done, mainly at the country level, was nothing compared to those figures, covering just a tiny fraction of what was needed to meet the Millennium Development Goals, Nitin Desai, the Under-Secretary-General for Economic and Social Affairs, told a ministerial round table of the Commission on Sustainable Development yesterday.

The international community should be asking what could be done to strengthen national capacities, Mr. Desai added. If people were to rise above poverty, it would be due to what was accomplished in other areas, such as human resource management. Policy coherence was key to obtaining results and should be translated into closely monitored procedures at the country level.

The discussion was the first of three interactive ministerial round tables involving major stakeholders being held this week at UN Headquarters in New York. The dialogues are intended to bring together all major participants in the fields under discussion: poverty eradication; sustainable consumption and production patterns; natural resource management; health and sustainable development; and the institutional framework for sustainable development.

* * *

United Nations

29 April – The United Nations and the European Union (EU) signed a framework agreement today on financial and administrative matters, which Secretary-General Kofi Annan said would “improve considerably our operational relationship” in humanitarian and other matters.

The agreement, signed at UN Headquarters in New York by UN Deputy Secretary-General Louise Fréchette and Poul Neilsen, European Commissioner for Development and Humanitarian Aid, is significant in that it simplifies procedures and rules, including reporting requirements, between the UN and the EU and provides for closer cooperation between the two bodies.

Answering reporters’ questions before the signing, Mr. Annan said: “We do have a good relationship with the European Union. On the humanitarian front, they have been very active to play a role, and several have discussed with me the possibility of making hospital beds in Europe available for Iraqi children who need treatment.

“I think they have always played an important role in the humanitarian area and the EU has been funding these efforts and would want to cooperate much more effectively on the ground with us and others,” he added.

* * *

Rwanda

29 April – The United Nations Security Council today forwarded to the General Assembly for final approval a list of 35 judges nominated for the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR).

Contained in a unanimously adopted resolution 1477, the list is to be used for selection of a pool of 18 ad litem judges, which was established last year by the Council to help expedite the Tribunal’s caseload towards completion by 2008.

The Council created the Tribunal, located in Arusha, Tanzania, in November 1994 to prosecute people responsible for genocide and other serious violations of international humanitarian law committed in the territory of Rwanda throughout that year. 

The Tribunal is also empowered to deal with the prosecution of Rwandan citizens responsible for genocide and other such violations of international law committed in neighbouring States over the same period.

* * *

International Court of Justice

29 April – Oral arguments were concluded today in a case brought before the International Court of Justice (ICJ) by the Republic of the Congo, which is seeking to block France from putting the country’s leaders, including President Denis Sassou Nguesso, on trial for crimes against humanity and torture.

After two days of public hearings, The Hague-based ICJ said it would deliver a decision in the coming weeks on Congo’s request for an indication of a provisional measure, which “seek an order for the immediate suspension of the proceedings being conducted by the investigating judge of the Meaux tribunal de grande instance.” France asked the Court to reject the request.

Last December, Congo filed a petition with the ICJ asking for an annulment of the investigation and prosecution measures taken by the French judicial authorities further to a complaint for crimes against humanity and torture filed by various associations against President Sassou Nguesso, the Minister of the Interior, Pierre Oba, and other individuals, including Gen. Norbert Dabira, Inspector-General of the Congolese Armed Forces.

* *** *

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

                     AND THE SPOKESMAN FOR THE GENERAL ASSEMBLY PRESIDENT

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

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

           Good Afternoon.

          **Iraq -- Humanitarian

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

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

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

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

          Lastly, the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) in Rome today conducted their first preliminary     assessment on crop production in Iraq.  At least one-third of Iraq's critical spring grain crop appears to haveemerged unscathed from the conflict, they report.  FAO, however, warned that the fate of the bulk of the winter crop of cereals,  some 1.2 million tonnes of sorely needed wheat and barley, still remains in doubt.  For more information on these and other items, please pick-up the Amman briefing notes.

          **Security Council

           The Security Council is holding consultations this morning to discuss Liberia. The Assistant     Secretary-General for Political Affairs Tuliameni Kalomoh briefed Council members on the Secretary-General’s recent  report on Liberia, which we flagged for you on Friday.

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

           **SARS

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

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

     There was no evidence found of a systematic underreporting of cases, and it was concluded that the level of     preparedness and response was good.  The team also found a very high level of government commitment to tackle the SARS problem.

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

           **Afghanistan

           The UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA) welcomed the inauguration of the Constitutional Review  Commission on Saturday.  The Commission's mandate is to conduct public consultations throughout the country and  abroad in order to ascertain the aspirations of Afghans with regard to their future constitution.  Based on the results of  this effort, the 35-member body will review the work of the Drafting Commission and prepare the Draft Constitution to be submitted to the Constitutional Loya Jirga tribal council in October.

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

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

          **DRC

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

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

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

           **Sierra Leone Court

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

           **Rwanda Tribunal

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

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

         **UN Electoral Assistance

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

           The UN Development Programme, which co-chaired with the Netherlands a project to provide technical     assistance to the elections, reports that among its achievements was an increase in women's voter registration, with an increase in registration by Yemeni women by 100 per cent from the previous elections.

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

          **Meeting on Iraqi Cultural Heritage

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

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

           **CWC Review

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

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

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

          **Sustainable Development

           And finally, the Commission on Sustainable Development begins its eleventh session today here in New     York.  The two-week session will focus on how to translate into reality the goals and targets agreed on at the World Summit on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg last year.

           The Commission will also consider ideas on how to organize its work in the coming years, including a     proposal to focus on two or three issues over each two-year cycle.  The high-level segment will take up the first three days, with ministers from more than 40 countries expected to speak.  We have a few press releases with further details.

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

          Questions and Answers

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

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

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

          Question:  Pardon?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

     Secretary-General share this view?

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

           Question:  And a final one, what is the status of the team the Secretary-General created for the Cyprus     negotiations?  Is it still intact or are there any changes that have taken place?

           Spokesman for the Secretary-General:  We have nothing to announce on that.  The team is still in place.  The Secretary-General said, as recently as his visit to Athens last week, that he continues to be prepared to play a role. 

     But, he said he needs to see a sea change in the attitudes.  He has to be convinced of the real political will on both sides to move the process forward.  If he sees signs of that political will on both sides, he’s happy to get involved again.  Yes, Michael?

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

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

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

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

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

          Question:  Fred, regarding Iraq, there’s a report of a large number of missing children and abduction of girls.    This was reported by your office in Amman.  Was the office of the Special Representative of the Secretary-General for  Children and Armed Conflict informed about it?

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

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

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

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

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

     Michael?

           Question:   Any reaction to the news coming out of the coalition forces plan on tripling the number of     inspectors they have on the ground, particularly after all the discussion that we had here about UN inspectors going back into the country once it was declared safe?

          Spokesman for the Secretary-General:  Well, that’s a Council matter to decide, that’s one of those issues     that’s on their plate, whether they want to order the inspectors back.  The Secretary-General’s view has been     consistent all along, that for the credibility of the process, even if they had 3,000 inspectors there on the ground, should they find something it’s the UN inspectors that should verify.  And Hans Blix commented that he feels his people should be on the ground and not just functioning, I think he said “as an

     auditing firm”.  But, ultimately, it is the Council that has to decide, with the Secretary-General feeling that it would be good for the legitimacy of the process if the UN inspectors were back on the ground.

           Richard?

                                       Spokesman for General Assembly President

          Good afternoon.

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

     Mr. Shashi Tharoor.

 President Kavan starts a visit to California today.  During his visit he will speak on the role of the UN in     maintaining peace and security at the Hoover Institution at Stanford University, and on the role of the UN in resolving international conflicts at the Commonwealth Club of California. 

         Later in the week, in Los Angeles, he will speak at UCLA and address the World Affairs Council on the role of  the UN in conflict prevention and Management.     In a message delivered on President Kavan’s behalf this morning at a seminar on US/UN relations organized by the Inter-Religious and International Federation for World Peace, President Kavan noted that, since its founding, the United Nations has always had a special relationship with the United States and the US participation in the UN continues to be fundamental.  He said that, in an inter-linked world, “no nation can pursue its aspirations towards economic prosperity and sustainable development, towards human dignity, towards a safe and secure environment in an isolated way and without the cooperation and sound relations with other countries.  The only way to ensure global peace and security is to win the war against poverty.  That is why, our commitments for international development cooperation are so important”.

         This message is available at the 3rd floor documents counter and on the GA President’s Web site.           One further note on upcoming meetings, the second part of the resumed 5th Committee meetings will be held     from 5 to 30 May.

          Any questions?

        Thank you.

                                              * *** *
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