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The Salt Lake Tribune (Utah)

Environment conference seeks youth delegates 

    The United Nations' Environment Programme's 2004 Tunza International Children's Conference is seeking delegates between the ages of 10 and 13. 
    Organized by the International Coalition for Children and the Environment, the conference is sponsored by the United Nations agency for the environment and the Mashantucket Pequot Tribal Nation. The conference is the largest U.N. event that brings children from around the world to discuss the environment and their rights and responsibilities as its stewards. 
    It will take place at Connecticut College in July. Delegates must be between 10 and 13 as of July 19 and should be nominated by a school or community group and be involved in an environmental project or interested in such issues. The conference fee is $350. Delegates are expected from as many as 100 countries. 
    Details are available on the Web at http://www.icc04.org, by mail at ICCE, 305 State St., New London, CT 06320 or by phone at 860-437-0757. The deadline is Wednesday. _______________________________________________________________________________

Pittsburgh Post – Gazette (Pennsylvania)
Disaster costs up $60 billion

Natural disasters inflicted worldwide damages of more than $60 billion this year, up from $55 billion in 2002, the United Nations Environment Programme reports.

An extreme summer heat wave across Europe, which caused wilted crops, weakened livestock and thousands of deaths, was the single most costly event, the UNEP said, with $10 billion in agriculture losses alone. The second most costly events were floods along China's Huai and Yangtze rivers between July and September, which damaged 650,000 apartments and caused overall losses totaling almost $8 billion.

The biggest insured losses were in the United States, where a series of tornadoes caused $3 billion in damages in the Midwest in April and May.

The years of the late 1990s and early 21st century have been marked by extreme weather events, the U.N. agency said, part of a worrying trend that could be linked with climate change. It urged governments and industry to take action to reduce emissions of greenhouse gases.

___________________________________________________________________________________________
All Africa

South West : Communicators Trained On Biotechnology 
Cameroon Tribune (Yaoundé) 
NEWS
December 29, 2003 
Posted to the web December 29, 2003 

By Peter Efande
A two-day workshop to train communicators on safety measures involved in the use, manipulation and transboundary movement of Genetically Modified Organisms (GMOs) in Cameroon was held recently at the Limbe Botanic Gardens. Organised by the Ministry of Environment and Forestry with the support of the UN Environment Programme/Global Environment Facility (UNEP/GEF), the workshop was aimed at training communicators in triggering public understanding of GMOs. 

One of the resource persons Dr D.A. Mbah defined biotechnology as "technological application that uses biological systems, living organisms, or derivatives thereof, to make or modify products or processes for specific use." 

Representing the Minister of Environment and Forestry, the Technical Adivser N° 1 in MINEF, Mrs Mary Fosi Mbantenkhu, called on participants to take the workshop seriously so that they can effectively inform the public on the positive and negative aspects of GMOs, biotechnology and the importance of preserving biodiversity. 

Mrs Mary Fosi revealed that Cameroon is a signatory of the Cartagena Protocol on Biosafety formalized and adopted in Montreal-Canada with the objective to contribute to ensuring an adequate level of protection in the field of the safe transfer, handling and use of living modified organisms that result from modern technology. Cameroon ratified it in January 2002 followed by law N° 2003/006 of April 21, 2003 on Biosafety, Mrs Fosi went on. 

Presenting a paper on the role of the media in sensitizing the public on biotechnology and GMOs, Mr Bonock Bouato, said a journalist, faithful to his job of sensitization had to disseminate information on GMOs objectively leaving the audience members to take decisions. Mr Banock Bouato said communicators should move from sending out scientific and technical information to information for development. "That is information that includes economic, technical, social and cultural aspects of development," he added. Mrs Bouake then urged communicators to embrace issues on biotechnology like any ordinary news event rather than looking at it as principally business. 

After having examined both adverse and positive effects of some GMOs, participants resolved to intensify their efforts in the collection, management and dissemination of information on biotechnology and to collaborate with research institutions in the field Cameroon is thus faced with the challenge of balancing economic development with the conservation of her rich biodiversity. 

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Reuters

China reports suspected new SARS case 
BEIJING - Doctors in China conducted tests on a man suspected of having SARS on Saturday as neighbouring Hong Kong stepped up checks on travellers to avert another outbreak of the virus ahead of the region's biggest holiday. 

China's first suspected Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome patient since the World Health Organisation (WHO) declared the world SARS-free in July was in hospital in the southern province of Guangdong where the deadly disease first emerged in late 2002. 

"We have heard from a hospital that there is a suspected SARS patient in Guangdong. He is a man and he is not a medical worker," a provincial health bureau official told Reuters by telephone. 

After appearing in Guangdong late last year SARS was spread by travellers and went on to infect 8,000 people in nearly 30 countries, killing about 800 and ravaging many Asian economies. 

If confirmed, the Guangdong case would be the first one globally not linked to laboratory accidents since the WHO declared the outbreak over. 

News of the possible new SARS case comes just weeks before the Chinese Lunar New Year holiday when there is a mass movement of people within China and across East and Southeast Asia. 

Hong Kong, a former British colony and hub for global travellers, stepped up checks on visitors from southern China after being told of the suspected case on Friday evening. 

Hong Kong Health Director Lam Ping-yan identified the patient as a freelance television station worker from booming Guangzhou, capital of Guangdong province which borders Hong Kong. 

"The patient and those who have close contact with him are now being isolated and samples are being tested in the laboratory," China's Xinhua news agency quoted Lam as saying, adding that the patient had not travelled outside China recently. 

WHO spokesman Peter Cordingley said the U.N. health agency had been informed about the case of a 32-year-old man. 

"They told us...that they had a suspected SARS case in a hospital in Guangzhou, that he developed classical SARS symptoms like a headache and fever on December 16," Cordingley told Reuters from Manila. 

"We're treating it as a suspected SARS case. It does not yet match our lab definitions of SARS. We're waiting for the results of further tests." 

China Central Television said the patient had had a normal temperature for the last three days and was in stable condition. 

Global health officials have been nervously watching for a resurgence of SARS since the start of the northern winter. Two recent cases in Singapore and Taiwan were linked to accidents in medical research laboratories. 

"FURTHER CHECKS" 

Xinhua news agency said the patient was first diagnosed on December 16 with pneumonia of the right lower lung and quarantined. 

Xinhua said he was receiving "further medical checks and group consultations" and authorities were investigating the man's claim he had eaten no wild animals in recent weeks. 

Most scientists say SARS is likely to have spread from farms in southern China, possibly jumping from animals such as civet cats, ducks, pigs and rats to humans. 

China's Health Ministry recently told health workers nationwide they would be punished if they failed to report SARS cases. 

The move was aimed at avoiding a repeat of a cover-up by China on SARS this year that sparked widespread international criticism. 

Taiwan also said it was watching the Guangdong case closely. 

"We are concerned about the case because people across the Taiwan Strait communicate very frequently," Shih Wen-yi, director of Taiwan's centre for disease control, told Reuters. 

This month, a research scientist at a Taipei military hospital tested positive for the virus. The only other case involved a research student in Singapore. 

On Beijing's sun-lit streets, residents informed of the news did not appear alarmed. 

"I don't think it will spread because everybody has learned lessons from this year's outbreak and have attached a lot of importance to this," said Hu Dan, a 50-year-old office worker. 

Lin Qiang, a 35-year-old housewife, said she was not surprised. 

"SARS cannot be eradicated overnight. It will pop up from time to time." 

Story by Tamora Vidaillet 
_________________________________________________________________________________________Reuters

Two More Found Dead in Califorina Mudslide, Toll at 11 
LOS ANGELES - The death toll from two southern California mudslides rose to 11 on Sunday as authorities intensified the search for five more victims and a looming storm threatened more flash flooding. 

On Sunday, searchers aided by cadaver-sniffing dogs found the bodies of a man and a woman near a church camp in the San Bernardino Mountains where five children and two adults perished when the camp was engulfed by a rain-driven slide of rocks, mud and debris on Christmas Day. 

The dead and missing were among 28 people who had gathered at the caretaker's cabin at St. Sophia Camp, about 65 miles east of Los Angeles, for a Christmas luncheon. 

Authorities believe they became trapped when the cabin was overrun by a wall of mud and debris. Two women and two children escaped the tide of mud and alerted a sheriff's deputy who was patrolling a nearby mountain road. 

"What the coroner tells us is these people suffered major trauma," Chip Patterson, San Bernardino County sheriff's spokesman said of the dead. 

"Whatever happened, happened in a short period of time. You know how much water it would take to move car-sized boulders ... like they were pebbles. That's how much water it was." 

Authorities took family and friends of the victims back to the camp on Sunday to give them "a first hand look at what happened there ... and whatever consolation that they can have," Patterson said. 

Searchers planned to work until nightfall in hopes of finding the missing before a massive storm forming in the Pacific Ocean reaches the mountains on Tuesday. 

The storm was expected to bring up to 6 inches of rain, sub-freezing temperatures and strong winds to the San Bernardino Mountains, which were charred two months ago by deadly wildfires that were among the worst in state history. 

The rains could spur more flash flooding on the denuded slopes, the National Weather Service said. 

Patterson said sheriff's deputies had gone door-to-door in the slide zone to "make sure everybody is out because of the possibility of rain." 

The last survivors were found hours after the mudslide in Old Waterman Canyon engulfed St. Sophia Camp. 

The bodies of a man and a woman were recovered on Friday at a campground several miles away. They had been killed in a separate slide that destroyed 32 trailers and sent 52 people scrambling to safety on Thursday. 

Authorities have said some of the bodies may never be recovered. "We could have bodies that washed down for miles that may be caught under rocks and trees and several feet of mud and debris," Patterson said. 

Story Date: 30/12/2003 
 _____________________________________________________________________________________
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M O N D A Y    H I G H L I G H T S
*

Security Council members strongly condemn repeated attacks in Iraq

*

Medicines, blankets, shelter kits and other supplies rushed to Iran by UN agencies

*

UN atomic agency chief says Libya was in early stages of nuclear programme

*

Liberia: UN peacekeepers move into rebel area for first time

*

First group of Burundian ex-fighters repatriated from the DR of Congo, UN says

*

UN lab expert arrives in China to help investigate suspected case of SARS

*

Delegates in Afghanistan consider draft version of national constitution – UN 

*

Security Council updates list of Al-Qaida operatives subject to sanctions

*

Annan mourns those killed Benin aircrash, including Bangladeshi peacekeepers

*

7 years after UN-brokered accord, Guatemalans reaffirm pledge to peace, democracy

*

Annan pays tribute to Monsignor brutally murdered in Burundi

* * * *

Iraq

29 December – United Nations Security Council members today condemned “in the strongest terms” repeated attacks in Iraq against foreign and Iraqi nationals, as well as international and coalition personnel.

In a press statement, the Council President cited a deadly bombing on Saturday against Bulgarian, Thai and other international personnel in Karbala, extending condolences to “the peoples and authorities concerned and to all the victims of the attacks and their families.”

The members urged all countries “to fully cooperate in the efforts to find and bring to justice the perpetrators, organizers and sponsors of these attacks,” said Ambassador Stefan Tafrov of Bulgaria, which currently holds the Council’s rotating presidency.

They also reaffirmed the need to implement fully resolution 1511, which outlined the roles of the UN, the United States-led Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA) and the Iraqi Governing Council in international efforts to bring peace and stability to Iraq. The President urged all States to cooperate towards that end.

Earlier today, Council members held consultations on a Syrian proposal concerning the establishment of a Middle East zone free of weapons of mass destruction.
* * *

Iran

29 December – United Nations agencies are rushing tons of relief supplies to Iran to help victims of Friday's earthquake near the city of Bam, where up to 30,000 people may have been killed, 20,000 injured and 70,000 left homeless, according to a preliminary assessment. 

The UN Children's Fund (UNICEF) has sent over 45 tons of supplies, including health care kits and blankets for the tens of thousands of children affected by the massive disaster. 

One relief flight from the agency's global supply centre in Copenhagen was bringing in first aid and health supplies capable of treating 120,000 people; dozens of special obstetric and surgical kits each sufficient to assist in the delivery of 150 babies; 14,000 blankets, including 7,600 for babies; 625,000 water purification tablets; 16 community water tanks with a capacity of 5,000 litres each; three portable generators; and tents, tarpaulin, rope and other shelter supplies. The shipment is valued at approximately $285,000.

The second flight from UNICEF operations in neighbouring Afghanistan brought in 72 emergency health and essential drug kits containing antibiotics, painkillers, syringes, injectables, drips and other equipment to enable health workers on the ground to establish small medical clinics capable of providing minor surgery.

Each kit contains enough supplies to cover the emergency health needs of 10,000 people for up to three months. The consignment also includes winter tents and plastic sheeting. UNICEF also sent one of its senior Afghan health officers to Bam to help coordinate the response on the ground. 

Speaking from Kabul, UNICEF's Reza Hossaini recalled how during its own emergencies, Afghanistan had received a great deal of support from its neighbours. “It is only natural that we should be amongst the first to return that support in this time of acute need in Iran.” 

For its part, the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (IUNHCR) has sent $140,000 worth of aid including 1,000 tents, 10,000 blankets and 3,000 mattresses.

A joint UN assessment team in Bam on Saturday found that up to 90 per cent of all buildings in the city were significantly or totally damaged. With temperatures in the area falling below freezing at night, tents and blankets are essential to provide immediate relief.

The UN Development Programme (UNDP) contributed $100,000 for relief and coordination efforts, supplementing $90,000 in cash immediately provided by the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA). The UN Population Fund (UNFPA) and the World Health Organization (WHO) are furnishing medical and health supplies.

The UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) pledged support in safeguarding the cultural heritage of Bam, one of the Iran’s most famous historical sites and home to the 2,000-year-old Arg-e-Bam Citadel. Considered to be the largest earthen structure in the world, the Citadel suffered extensive damage in the quake.
* *  *

Libya


29 December – After visiting Libya to start verifying its clandestine activities, the head of the United Nations International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) today said that Tripoli’s nuclear programme was “at an early stage of development.”


Director-General Mohamed ElBaradei, who arrived in Libya on Saturday with a team of technical experts, has begun a detailed process of verification of the North African country’s nuclear record.


Mr. ElBaradei’s trip comes on the heels of Libya’s recent renunciation of all endeavours to develop weapons of mass destruction and its pledge to fulfil all obligations under international disarmament treaties.


Seeking the Agency’s help, last week a Libyan envoy in Vienna informed the IAEA that his country had been engaged for more than a decade in the development of a uranium enrichment capability but added that that no industrial-scale facility had been built, nor any enriched uranium produced.

* * *

Liberia


29 December – The United Nations Mission in Liberia (UNMIL) has made its first military move into an area controlled by the Liberians United for Reconciliation and Democracy (LURD), winning the cooperation of the rebels who previously tried to delay the deployment.


“I believe this is a giant stride towards restoring peace in Liberia,” the UNMIL Deputy Special Representative of the Secretary General, Abou Moussa, said after an advance party of 125 Pakistani soldiers deployed on Saturday in Kley Junction, about 30 kilometers northwest of Monrovia, the capital.

Two days previously, LURD had halted an advance UNMIL team to press for political appointments in the government. In response, Mr. Moussa said the deployment was not up for negotiation and the UN Force Commander, Lt. Gen. Daniel Opande, reasserted that UNMIL “will do what we need to do” in its efforts to restore stability to the West African country, which has been torn asunder by nearly 15 years of civil war.

On Saturday, the peacekeepers moved in with armoured vehicles, earth moving equipment and other logistics to establish a permanent presence in the area.

Immediately after the peacekeepers’ arrival in Kley Junction, LURD fighters willingly dismantled checkpoints, set fire to roadblocks and moved personal belongings onto UN trucks to be transported to Tubmanburg, 20 kilometres further on.

“We are completely in support of the deployment and that is why my ground commanders and I have come to collaborate and escort your convoy to Kley Junction and Tubmanburg,” the LURD Deputy Chief of Staff said.

“We are tired of war,” a LURD fighter added. “I am waiting for the UN to disarm me after this deployment.”

On Friday Force Commander Opande predicted that UNMIL, with its numbers approaching half the authorized strength of 15,000, would deploy troops to three rebel strongholds in the next few days and should have most of the country covered by the end of January.

Tubmnaburg is one of the three sites. The next deployment will be to Buchanan and Gbarnga on 31 December, in agreement with all the parties – the Government, LURD and a second rebel group, the Movement for Democracy in Liberia (MODEL), which has a major base in Buchanan. 

* * *
DRC

29 December – The first group of Burundian former combatants who volunteered to go home from the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) has been repatriated, the United Nations peacekeeping mission in the country said today.

The 151 ex-fighters, who were members of the Forces for the Defense of Democracy (FDD) and the National Liberation Forces (FNL), along with 10 of their dependents, left for home yesterday, according to the UN mission, which is known as MONUC. Since February, the fighters had gradually moved into a transit centre at Adi Kivu, 30 kilometres north of Bukavu.
Yesterday, the former combatants were escorted to the Gatumba refugee centre in Burundi, where they were met by representatives of the national rehabilitation commission before moving on to their home districts, MONUC reported.

The mission hailed this development and praised Bujumbura for its cooperation while expressing hope that the several hundred Burundian combatants still estimated to be in the DRC would soon be repatriated through similar operations.
* * *

SARS


29 December – A laboratory expert from the United Nations health agency arrived in Beijing today to help the Chinese authorities probe a suspected case of Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS), the first possible instance of the deadly disease in six months in the country, where it has killed some 650 people.

The World Health Organization (WHO) said a joint Chinese-WHO team is travelling to Guangdong province in southern China to provide additional support to the investigation that is already under way. 

Three WHO experts have already left Beijing to provide technical support in the areas of epidemiological investigation and infection control to provincial authorities and local public health teams in Guangdong, where SARS first emerged in November 2002. From there the disease with flu-like symptoms spread around the world killing a total of 774 people and infecting more than 8,000, the vast majority of them in China.

Although the final diagnosis of the suspect case is still pending, WHO said it has received assurances that health authorities have taken steps to minimize any risk to the public.

At the height of the outbreak earlier this year, WHO issued travel advisories against all but essential trips to areas of heavy infection, including Beijing, Hong Kong, Taiwan, Province of China and Toronto, Canada, but had lifted them all by the end of June. 

* * *

Afghanistan


29 December – In another step towards democracy, delegates to Afghanistan’s representative assembly today received a revised draft of the constitution, according to the United Nations Assistance Mission in the country (UNAMA).


The text, which has been the subject of broad public consultations involving tens of thousands of Afghan citizens including a significant number of women, was circulated during this morning’s plenary session of the Constitutional Loya Jirga, a meeting in Kabul of delegates from across Afghanistan.

The basic draft constitution would establish a president with significant powers and a bicameral legislature with a minimum quota for women members assured. Respect for fundamental human rights are codified in the text, which also calls for the laws of the nation to conform with the principles of Islam. The new version includes changes approved by the Loya Jirga’s reconciliation committee, which met after discussions among 10 working groups.


Any proposed amendments to the new draft must have the support of at least 151 of the 500 delegates to the Loya Jirga. A secret ballot is due to be held tomorrow morning to vote on any amendments.


In another positive development, the UN World Food Programme (WFP) released preliminary findings of its national risk and vulnerability assessment showing that food security has improved for Afghanistan’s rural population.


While welcome, this represents small progress in a country beset by years of drought and war. The study indicates that 3.2 million of the 16 million rural Afghans will not be able to meet most of their minimum food requirements. A WFP spokesman pledged that the agency would concentrate its food assistance programmes on helping those living in the countryside.

* * *

Al-Qaida/Taliban List

29 December – A United Nations Security Council committee has added the name of an Al-Qaida operative to its list of those subject to international sanctions for their involvement with the terrorist group. 


Safet Durguti was named by the panel, which deals with measures against both Al-Qaida and the Taliban. The 36-year old was born in Orahovac, Kosovo, but his nationality is presently unknown. 


In another action, the committee also added information to entries on two groups associated with Al-Qaida. 


It noted that the Al-Haramain Islamic Foundation, based in Bosnia and Herzegovina is also known as Vazir or Vezir. In addition, it provided an address for the Bosnia-based group: 64 Poturmahala, Travnik.
Concerning the Ba Taqwa For Commerce And Real Estate Company Limited, the panel noted that it also goes by Hochburg AG.
The UN sanctions require States to freeze financial resources, including funds derived or generated by any undertaking owned or controlled by the Taliban, and to ensure that they are not used by the group. 

Countries are also obliged to freeze funds and other financial assets of Usama bin Laden and his associates in the Al-Qaida organization, and to prevent their entry or transit through the State's territory. In addition, nations must prevent the supply, sale and transfer of all arms and materiel – along with any form of military training – to the named individuals and entities. The sanctions were originally adopted, and later tightened, in response to the indictment of Usama bin Laden for the 1998 terrorist bombings of US embassies in Nairobi and Dar-es-Salaam. 

 The list is updated regularly on the basis of relevant information provided by Member States and regional organizations.  

* * *

Benin


29 December – Secretary-General has offered condolences to the bereaved families of all those killed in an aircrash earlier this week over Benin, where more than a dozen United Nations peacekeepers were among the dead.

Two Bangladeshi soldiers working for the UN Mission in Liberia (UNMIL) and 13 from the UN Mission in Sierra Leone (UNAMSIL) were on board the Boeing 727, which crashed immediately after take-off near Cotonou on 25 December. 

In a statement released by his spokesman, Mr. Annan said he was “deeply saddened” to learn the news of some 130 tragic deaths caused by the doomed flight. 

The Secretary-General took the occasion to voice his great appreciation for Bangladesh’s “outstanding” contribution to UN peacekeeping operations. 

The Bangladeshi peacekeepers traveling home for the holidays aboard the Union Transport African (UTA) plane were identified by UNAMSIL as Lt. Col. Shamsul Sayed Arefin, Maj. Abdur Rahim, Maj. Mir Abdul Baten, Maj. Mostafizur Rahman Sudari, Maj. Md Raunak Akhter, Maj. Mosharref Hossain, Maj. Intiazuddin Ahmed, Capt. Abdul Mabud, Capt. Zahidul Islam, Capt. Rakibul Hasan, Capt. Fariduddin Ahmed, Capt. Alauddin Sarder, Capt. Rafiqul Islam, Capt. Arifur Rahman Talukder and SWO Sharifqul Islam.
Citing Benin government figures, UNAMSIL said of the 161 passengers on board the plane, 21 survived and 131 bodies have so far been identified, while 8 bodies remain missing.

The French Embassy in Benin has provided 15 coffins in which the bodies are to be repatriated to Bangladesh, the Mission said. President Mathew Kerekou of Benin is expected to be at the airport Tuesday where a ceremony is being planned in honour of the dead peacekeepers. 

* * *

Guatemala

29 December – Seven years after a United Nations-brokered peace treaty put an end to over three decades of war in Guatemala, civil society representatives pledged today to consolidate democracy and stability in the country.

In a joint statement entitled “Towards a new stage in the building of peace,” eminent Guatemalans expressed their conviction that one of the main objectives of the Peace Accords was to consolidate peace through a functional and participatory democracy. They also reiterated the primacy of human rights and the recognition of indigenous rights.

The ceremony held in Guatemala City on the pact’s seventh anniversary was attended by some of the signatories of the 1996 accords, Tom Koenigs, the head of the UN Mission in Guatemala (MINUGUA), and representatives of Guatemalan society, including Archbishop Quezada Toruño and Nobel Peace Laureate Rigoberta Menchú.
* * *

Burundi


29 December – United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today expressed his shock and sadness at the murder of Monsignor Michael Courtney, the Apostolic Nuncio in Burundi.


The Vatican’s representative was killed earlier today following a road ambush near the town of Minago in Bururi province, about 50 kilometres south of the capital Bujumbura.


“The Secretary-General recognized the quiet and effective manner in which the Monsignor had been helping the peace process in Burundi,” Mr. Annan said through his spokesman.


The peace process in Burundi has been gradually emerging this year after a decade of civil conflict that left between 250,000 and 300,000 people dead. Last month the country’s transitional government and its largest armed rebel group signed a ceasefire agreement.


Mr. Annan said he hoped the perpetrators of the Monsignor’s murder would be brought to justice, and offered his condolences to the surviving family members and to the Pope.

___________________________________________________________________________
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