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Saddam spoiled an ancient Eden

By Mort Rosenblum

ASSOCIATED PRESS

QURNAH, Iraq — Of all Saddam Hussein's crimes, the most enduring may be the  salt-encrusted moonscape that was once  Eden, where punishment by water diversion has put to death an ancient way of life.  He not only killed many thousands by artillery shelling, fire-bombing reed hamlets or summary execution to quell rebellion after  the 1991 Persian Gulf war, but dried up the heart of the Fertile Crescent. 

                          Satellite photos and up-close inspection  reveal an ecological calamity along the Tigris                      and Euphrates that scientists say is matched in scale only by the deforestation of Amazonia and the drying of the Aral Sea.  And now, environmental specialists say,  unless massive resources are put urgently                      to work to reverse the damage Saddam caused, the cradle of civilization will be barren desert forever. 

As a mocking symbol, a dead tree stands amid dusty trash by an abandoned hotel in Qurnah, where the rivers meet. Though probably less than a few centuries old,  Iraqis insist it is Adam's apple tree. Angered by the 1991 uprising and eager to remove sanctuary, Saddam ordered a  new river dug between the Tigris and                      Euphrates. This change withered lush  marshes where the Madan — the Marsh Arabs — thrived for 5,000 years. 

                          Then he be-gan a systematic purge. Troops set fire to bulrushes, poisoned some remaining watercourses, and lobbed mortar  shells into recalcitrant settlements. By some estimates, up to a fifth of the half-million Madan died, but such figures are impossible to confirm. Almost all families fled their reed                     homes. 

                          If no one can calculate the human cost, Marsh Arabs see the damage daily. Children                      die young from diseases that thrive in fetid channels where even dwindling herds of water buffalo won't drink.                           "We feel like we have lost our lives," said Khassum al-Hamdani as he guided a visitor across the squandered paradise. "If something is not done soon, we will die along with the marshes." 

                          About 40,000 Madan are in Iranian refugee camps. More cling miserably to dried-out marsh. Mr. Hamdani has a job in nearby Basra, but most others float about Iraq, destitute and  unhappy. 

                          "This was beautiful, so beautiful," he said, perched in a canoe in an isolated patch of water barely deep enough to bathe a buffalo. 

                          Thick marshland teeming with life once covered 8,000 square miles — the size of Massachusetts. Now 97 percent of the main marshes are dry. Less than a third is left of eastern marshes that reach into Iran. 

                          Rice paddies and fishing grounds are gone. The gray wolf, the smooth-coated otter, the honey badger have died out. Some birds  are now extinct, and global migrations have been disrupted. When                      wind blows, blinding sandstorms strip off what topsoil remains.  The last  reeds that straddles the Iraq-Iran border. It is called Majnoon, "crazy" in Arabic, because the oil beneath it often gurgles.  The marshes suffered severely during Saddam's 1980-88 war with  Iran. He drained wide areas to build roads. In places, he electrified the water, killing marsh life along with Iranian soldiers.   But the death knell came in 1992. Despite a war-shattered country that needed rebuilding elsewhere, crews worked round-the-clock for nine months to dig the 350-mile-long Saddam River to drain the

                      marshes. 

                          Near Ad Deyr, a scruffy settlement halfway between Basra and Qurnah, desperate Madan are trying to reclaim marsh on their own. They cut gashes into dikes that Saddam built as water-diverting                      causeways and access roads for military patrols. But the water is too salty, and it amounts to droplets in the desert.  "You can't simply add water and bring it all back again," said  Christian Lambrechts, a U.N. Environment Program specialist who is helping assess the damage in southern Iraq. 

                          He said engineers must work from carefully studied models to reflood the marshes, restoring balances of salt and plant life. It would be a hugely expensive endeavor at a time when a rebuilding Iraq has other priorities. 

                          The U.S. government has pledged help, Britain has expressed interest and international agencies, and humanitarian groups are conferring on how to help.  But diplomats and scientists must find some common ground on  sharing the ancient river system, which starts in Turkey and flows through Syria and Iran as well as Iraq. 

                          Saddam's revenge was only the coup de grace of a dam-building process that began a half century ago. It coincided with Turkey's huge Southeast Anatolia Project, known by its Turkish initials, GAP.                           The Ataturk Dam, completed in 1992, is big enough by itself to halt the Euphrates. Altogether, GAP's 22 dams could store five times the Euphrates' annual flow and twice the flow of the Tigris. 

                          Even before the September 11, 2001, attacks raised tensions in  the Middle East, a Turkish Cabinet minister dismissed Iraqi objections to a diminished flow of the two vital rivers. Speaking on the condition of anonymity, he chuckled and summed up his attitude: Let them  drink their oil. 

                          "Technically, you could probably restore much of the marshes if  someone made the commitment to do it," said Robert Giegengack, a University of Pennsylvania hydrologist with long Middle East                      experience. "But you can't turn money into water." 

                          He said that if dams in Turkey reduce river flow by more than 50 percent, as some estimates predict, reclamation will be all but  impossible. 

                          Beyond dramatic satellite photos comparing the marshes of 1973 and 2000, little hard data is available on the damage done. Saddam  closely guarded such information. And ecology was hardly his priority.

                          "We've had no new equipment since 1985," said Samir Abdullah, head of biology at the University of Basra, which has no environmental-science department. "Field research was out of the                      question." 

                          But the effects of Saddam's depredations are plain, he said. Basra often vanishes under dust storms from the north. Temperatures have risen. Plant and animals species are changing rapidly.                           Abdul Nabi al-Ghadban, chief environmentalist at the Kuwait Institute for Scientific Research, calls the changes catastrophic, not only for the marshes but for the surrounding desert and the Persian Gulf. 

                          He said efforts must be made to bring back the marshes, not only for the Madan and Mesopotamia but the entire region. Already, he said, northern Gulf ecosystems have been seriously                      altered. 

                          Changes in salt levels have driven off some fish species, and salt is advancing up the Shatt-al-Arab, the rivers' outlet to the Gulf. Shrimp beds and marine plant life, which rebounded from calamitous damage during the 1991 Gulf war, are in danger again.  Still, Mr. al-Ghadban said, for much of the marshes it may be too late. "Ecological damage can only go so far, and then it is irreversible." 

                           _________________________________________________________________________________________

Christian Science Monitor (Boston, MA)

July 31, 2003, Thursday

Water and hope flow again in Iraqi marshlands

Good news for those rebuilding Iraq: Mother Nature has pitched in. Water is returning to the Mesopotamian  marshlands, turned into salt-encrusted desert by Saddam Hussein.

      The marshlands used to cover nearly 8,000 square miles (larger than Maryland) in southern Iraq, above the

      confluence of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers. They have been known since ancient times as the Fertile

      Crescent and were said to be the biblical Garden of Eden. More than 5,000 years ago the Sumerians lived

      there and recorded in their artwork the domed reed houses and the newly domesticated water buffalo that

      have marked life in the marshes ever since. 

      In the 1980s, an estimated half million Shiite Marsh Arabs, or Madan, used the towering reeds to build their  dwellings on tiny islands in the shallow marsh. They lived mainly on fish and on the birds that flocked to this  vast resting place on the north-south flyway. They paddled their boats through the lagoons and labyrinthine  channels among the reeds. Hunters came from afar to this magic place - and so, in Hussein's time, did those who wanted to escape his oppression. They were pursued, but with difficulty.

      When the 1991 Gulf War ended, Washington urged the Madan to revolt. But Hussein had been allowed to

      keep his Army and his Air Force helicopters, and he threw them against the rebels in full fury. He also set

      about destroying their habitat. Enormous drainage canals were dug - termed the third river - and a great

      number of dams and levees built to block the flow of Tigris and Euphrates water into the area.

      Within a few years, 95 percent of the wetlands turned to desert. Only one marsh remained, straddling the

      Iran-Iraq frontier and fed by an Iranian river. Most of the population was killed or forced to flee to other

      parts of Iraq - 100,000 fled into Iran. About 100,000 remained, mostly herded into dismal security

      settlements under the regime's thumb. Reed houses were set ablaze, the smoke visible in 1996 from the

      space shuttle Endeavour.

      Heavy spring rains and snowmelt in the Anatolian highlands this year raised the rivers to flood level. Invading  coalition forces damaged some dams and earthworks, and then the Madan joined in with shovels and

      mechanical diggers in April and May. The United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) says their work

      attests to their belief in the power of nature to heal itself, a view that many scientists share. Monitoring the

      region with the help of satellite imaging, UNEP saw much of the desert inundated as floodgates were

      opened, embankments and levees breached and dams emptied upstream.

      Return of the water had an immediate effect on the people whom the war had freed. They are fishing again

      from boats that had not floated for years. Water seems to hold the promise of reviving an old way of life.

      One young man, looking into the muddy brown stream, told a New York Times reporter in April, "It is like looking into the face of God."

      For all that, the picture should not be romanticized. The devastation wrought by Hussein during more than a decade is likely to be at least as difficult to repair as that to the whole country - and will the missing people      come back?

      The full rehabilitation of the Mesopotamian marshlands, if it ever happens, will take much time and a major  international effort. For instance, the water required comes essentially from the Tigris and Euphrates. But during the past 40 years, they have been cut by more than 30 large dams. Thus, the water tapped      upstream for irrigation in Turkey, Syria, and Iraq is not available for the marshes. Iran, too, is involved.

      Meeting this need will demand the farsighted, imaginative, persuasive diplomacy that the United States,

      having propelled itself into Iraq, has not shown for years.

      * Richard C. Hottelet is a former CBS correspondent.

      (c) Copyright 2003. The Christian Science Monitor __________________________________________________________________________________________

The Statesman (India) 

 July 31, 2003 

HEADLINE: LETTER TO THE EDITOR 

      India a hot spot Sir, - Apropos the news item "Beware of betki, duck the fish course!" (14-15 July) a great

      disaster from mercury pollution is waiting to happen in India. Here around 70 tonnes of mercury enters the

      environment from the existing mercury-cell plants every year. Other potential sources are our coal-fired

      power plants and medical waste. In fact, mercury pollution being generated in India every year is equivalent

      to five Minamata disasters. Once released, mercury persists in the atmosphere, enters food chains and

      adversely affects environment and human health. It is so pervasive that a mere one gram is quite enough to

      contaminate a lake with a surface area of about 22 acres to the degree that fishes in it would be unsafe for

      consumption. In the UNEP's mercury assessment report India has been earmarked as one of the mercury

      emission hot spots. We urgently need to search and adopt alternatives and phase out mercury uses. -

      Yours, etc., Jaydev Jana. Salt Lake, 11 July. 

 __________________________________________________________________________________________

Associated Press Worldstream

July 30, 2003 

Report: Tanzania's sea cow population near extinction gm/bm

      Tanzania's small population of sea cows are rapidly facing extinction due to entanglement and drowning in

      gill nets, a report says.

      The sea cow, an aquatic mammal that lives in warm waters and is also known as the dugong, is closely

      related to the manatee.

      "It is clear that dugongs are now critically endangered in Tanzania, and without immediate concerted

      conservation effort, they will almost certainly become nationally extinct in the near future," according to

      report by the World Wildlife Fund and the U.N. Environment Program. 

      Released Tuesday, the report is based on testimony from local fishermen who say that since January 2000,

      only 32 dugong have been spotted. A majority of the animals seen by fishermen were already dead, after

      becoming trapped and entangled in fishing nets.

      The shy and sluggish dugong feeds on sea grass and spend their entire lives in shallow sheltered waters. Its

      closest living relative is the elephant, although with their flattened fins, the dugong more closely resembles a

      fish.

      The animals were once considered the inspiration for seafarers' tales of mermaids. Dugong can grow up to

      3.5 meters (11.5 feet) in length and weigh up to 400 kilograms (880 pounds) in adulthood.

      According to the U.N. Environment Program, the dugong is already gone from many of its habitats in the

      Indian Ocean and South China Sea and is on the brink of vanishing from the western Indian Ocean.

      Dr. Amini Ngurasu, dugong research coordinator for WWF, said in an interview that donors and universities

      are reluctant to fund research on dugong because they are so few of them left, unlike other regional

      endangered species like the sea turtle and dolphins.

      Dugongs can live up to 70 years, but they only give birth to a single calf every three to seven years.

      Ngurasu said he has never seen a live dugong.

      Tanzania's dugong population is estimated at less than 100, a level so low that scientists doubt they can

      save the animal, the report said. In the 1960s, herds of 20 to 30 dugongs were frequently seen along the

      Tanzanian coast. Fishermen reported capturing up to five dugongs in any given day. But from the year 2000,

      only eight to 10 dugongs are captured every year in Tanzania, the report said.

      "The perception in all areas along the Tanzania coast and its islands is that it may already be too late for

      dugong populations to recover," said the report that recommended setting up dugong sanctuaries and

      educating fishermen on the importance of protecting the animal.

__________________________________________________________________________________________ NewScientist.com news service 

Earth's ozone depletion is finally slowing 

17:05 30 July 03 

Almost 30 years after it was first reported that pollutants were destroying the Earth's protective ozone layer, there is clear evidence that the global CFC ban has had an impact.

For the first time, it has been shown that the rate of ozone depletion in the upper stratosphere - 35 to 45 kilometres up - is slowing down. "This is the beginning of a recovery of the ozone layer," says Michael Newchurch, at the University of Alabama in Huntsville, who led the new research.

Between 1997 and 2000, the average rate of ozone depletion slowed by the equivalent of seven per cent per decade. But the authors say that it will take at least 40 years before the depletion stops and recovery begins. "Ozone is still depleting but just not as fast. We are still decades away from total ozone recovery," Newchurch says.

The researchers used data from three NASA satellites and three international ground stations. The satellites measured the sunlight that filtered through the atmosphere at sunset and sunrise. Because ozone and other constituents absorb light at known wavelengths, the researchers were able to calculate the amount of ozone and other gases.


Refrigerators and aerosols 

"This is very important research because it is the first time that a slowing has been shown in an region of the atmosphere where chlorine has been demonstrated to affect the ozone trend," says Neil Harris, from the European Ozone Research Coordinating Unit in Cambridge, UK. 

"It's evidence that agrees with a 2002 computational model that predicted rate of ozone depletion would slow, he says. Unlike Newchurch, Harris thinks ozone depletion is now reaching a plateau and will soon start recovering: "Ozone should be at pre-1980 levels by 2020."

The role of CFCs in ozone depletion was proved in 1974 - the scientists involved later won the Nobel Prize for chemistry. The chemicals were commonly used in refrigerants and aerosol propellants until the 1987 Montreal Protocol cut and then banned their use. The ozone layer protects life on Earth from the Sun's harmful ultraviolet rays.

The time lag between the CFC ban and the start of ozone recovery revealed by the new data is due to the slowness of the cycle involved. CFCs last between 45 to 100 years in the atmosphere.


Tipping the balance 

But while the destructive effects of CFCs appear to have been conquered, the global warming almost certainly induced by rising levels of carbon dioxide could tip the balance the other way, says Harris.

"By about 2030 to 2040 we predict a 10 per cent increase in ozone levels, because of these climatic effects," he told New Scientist. "The greenhouse gas will cause a rise in low-atmospheric temperature, but a chilling of the upper stratosphere. The lower temperature there will slow down the chemical reaction that depletes ozone, so ozone levels will build up." 

He adds: "Scientists have been so concerned about ozone depletion that they haven't really thought about what effect such a high ozone level could have - life on Earth needs a certain amount of UV."

__________________________________________________________________________________________ NY TIMES

Ozone Layer Is Improving, According to Monitors

July 30, 2003

 By ANDREW C. REVKIN

Scientists monitoring the highest levels of the atmosphere say they have detected a slowing in the rate of destruction of Earth's protective veil of ozone, the first sign that the phasing out of chemicals that harm the ozone layer is having a restorative effect.

The ozone layer blocks ultraviolet radiation from the sun that can cause skin cancer and harm ecosystems. It has deteriorated for decades, especially in Antarctica, under an assault from synthetic chemicals.

The phasing out of the most important class of these chemicals - chlorofluorcarbons, or CFC's - began in 1989

with enactment of the Montreal Protocol, an international treaty. But the destructive substances take decades to

decay, resulting in the long lag before any beneficial effects could be measured.

The findings, from satellite measurements, are to be published In an edition of the American Geophysical Union's Journal of Geophysical Research. They were released publicly yesterday by that private scientific group and the authors.

The study's lead author, Dr. Michael J. Newchurch, an atmospheric chemist at the University of Alabama at

Huntsville, cautioned that the effects had been found only in the uppermost stratosphere, where less than 20 percent of the ozone layer is situated.

Dr. Newchurch also emphasized that what had been detectedwas just a notable slowing of the rate of ozone loss, not a reversal. It will be at least four or five decades before the ozone layer rebuilds to the levels seen before the damage started, he said.

Still, Dr. Newchurch and several independent experts said the findings were a significant turning point in the fight to heal damage to the atmosphere caused by humans.

"This is an important step and the first inkling of seeing something happening in the ozone itself," said Dr. Richard S. Stolarski, an ozone expert at NASA's Goddard Space Flight Center in Greenbelt, Md., who has seen the paper but did not take part in the research.

The apparent proof that the chemical ban is starting to work shows the merits of taking concerted action against a long-term environmental threat, said Dr. Mario J. Molina, an expert on ozone chemistry at Massachusetts Institute of Technology.

Dr. Molina, who shared a 1995 Nobel Prize with two other scientists for identifying the risk from CFC's 29 years ago, said the progress on curbing ozone damage was "a very good example of human society creating a global environmental problem but then addressing it effectively."

Movement toward a ban on the harmful chemicals began with the findings in the 1970's but accelerated sharply in the 1980's after scientists found substitute compounds that were less harmful - and particularly after a gaping seasonal hole in the ozone layer was discovered over Antarctica.

Such ozone holes (actually broad areas with sharply lower concentrations) still form each fall, and smaller gaps appear over the North Pole.

The recent slight improvement was detected separately by two different kinds of instruments orbiting the earth on NASA satellites, adding to confidence in the findings, Dr. Newchurch said. Over all, he said, the chance that the findings were incorrect was just 1 percent.

The instruments, orbiting the earth every 90 minutes, can deduce the chemical contents of air by monitoring the sun each time it is obscured by the atmosphere. Different compounds in the air produce distinctive patterns in the wavelengths of solar radiation absorbed by the air between the satellite and the sun.

For the highest part of the stratosphere, the researchers' analysis of 20 years of satellite data shows a slowing in

the reduction of ozone starting in 1997 and a simultaneous slowing in the buildup of harmful chlorine from CFC's, Dr. Newchurch said.

The research team included scientists from NASA, Georgia Tech, the University of Wisconsin and Hampton University.

Scientists had expected the first signs of a slowing of the destruction to be seen in the uppermost layer, above 21 miles, because complicating factors like wind circulation and effects of other kinds of pollution are uncommon there.

Dr. William Randel, an author of a recent report for the United Nations on ozone trends, said other factors could also affect the restoration of the ozone layer - for example, changes in atmospheric temperature and chemistry from rising levels of heat-trapping greenhouse gases.

Dr. Stolarski, of NASA, agreed. "There will be more surprises," he said.

http://www.nytimes.com/2003/07/30/science/30OZON.html?ex=1060568687&ei=1&en=5a236a946b830e51

 __________________________________________________________________________________________

VOICE OF AMERICA

Scientists: Destruction of Ozone Layer Slowing

David McAlary

Washington

29 Jul 2003, 23:06 UTC

U.S. scientists have good news about the Earth's protective ozone layer.   They report that its destruction in the upper atmosphere is slowing and the amount of industrial pollutants doing the destruction is going down. The

findings show that a 16-year-old global ban on those pollutants is effective.

The industrial pollutants in question are the hard-to-pronounce chlorine compounds called  hlorofluorocarbons, or CFC's for short. CFC's were once common as refrigerants and aerosol propellants.

Nearly 30 years ago, scientists learned they destroy the ozone layer that blocks harmful ultraviolet radiation from the sun. An increasing amount of this radiation reaching the ground has been linked to increased incidence of skin cancer and cataracts of the eye.

As a result, a 1987 international treaty called the Montreal Protocol and subsequent amendments phased out production of CFC's by 1996 and other ozone-depleting chemicals by 2000.

By the mid-1990s, researchers first noticed a drop in CFC's in the lower atmosphere where we live and breathe. Scientists now report that the compounds are declining much higher in the atmosphere - in the upper stratosphere, the topmost ozone layer far above where airplanes fly. At the same time, the rate of ozone destruction there is slowing.

"We have compelling evidence from global satellite observations that the Montreal Protocol is working," says University of Alabama atmospheric scientist Michael Newchurch. "The ozone layer is in its first stage of recovery in the upper stratosphere."

Mr. Newchurch stresses that the Earth is not yet gaining ozone. It is just losing it less quickly than before 1997. For 20 years, the rate of ozone decline was about eight percent a decade, for a total of 15 percent. According to the Alabama researcher, the latest rate of ozone loss is only four percent per decade and going down.

"However, full recovery is still decades away - on the order of four to six decades - about 50 years," he said.

The study, to appear in the Journal of Geophysical Research, finds the improvement only in the upper stratosphere. U.S. space agency atmospheric chemist Rich Stolarski notes it will take longer for the ozone situation to improve in the lower stratosphere.

"What we're waiting for is to be able to see it in the lower stratosphere where most of the ozone is and the thing that contributes most to total ozone," he said.

According to Mr. Stolarski, ozone is probably beginning to recover in the lower stratospheric layer. But he points out that observations cannot yet prove this because the amount of ozone varies too much from year to year to note a trend.

"There have been studies that say that to actually see the ozone increase in the lower stratosphere, you're going to need a decade or more of continued observations to really make sure that what you are seeing is what you think you are seeing," he explained.

The University of Alabama's Michael Newchurch says removing chlorine compounds from the upper stratosphere is not enough to solve the lower stratosphere problem. He notes that many factors affect that region,  including the concentration of greenhouse gases that many scientists say is warming the Earth. While these gases warm us, they cool the stratosphere by radiating heat into space. This cooling changes wind and air mixing patterns in the lower stratosphere in a way that can increase ozone depletion there. 

Yet Mr. Newchurch emphasizes that the Montreal Protocol banning CFC's was necessary, despite its limited atmospheric result.

"The scientific community knew that the Protocol would not solve the problem," he said. "But we also knew it was a very important first international geopolitical step to take."

_________________________________________________________________________________________

BBC

Satellite shows dramatic Aral loss  By Ivan Noble 

These two images from space show how unsustainable water use in Central Asia has caused a dramatic retreat in the Aral Sea. 

     In the 18 years which separate the images, the sea has virtually split in two and a great white expanse of salty desert has claimed the seabed revealed by the contracting waters. 

     The most recent image was taken this month by the European Space Agency's Medium Resolution Imaging Spectrometer (Meris) on board Envisat, the world's most powerful environmental monitoring satellite. 

     The older image is from 1985 and was taken by the US space agency Nasa's space shuttle crew. 

     Thirsty cotton 

    The Aral Sea lies on the border between the former Soviet republics of  Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan, but the waters which feed it rise thousands of kilometres away in the Pamir Mountains. 

     The great Amu Darya and Syr Darya rivers were known in history as the Oxus and Jaxartes. They flow through much of Central Asia before they reach the Aral. 

     Along the way much of their water is taken for the irrigation of thirsty cotton crops. 

     Large scale irrigation began in the 1960s and has led to the Aral losing half its area and three-quarters of its volume. 

     Former fishing villages are now dozens of kilometres away from the shoreline. 

     Sands laden with salt and pesticide residues are whipped up into storms by a climate no longer subject to the sea's moderating influence. 

     The independent states of Central Asia are now joined in an association to manage the waters that feed the Aral but in practice there is little agreement among them on how best to share the resource. 

     The cotton irrigation systems are old and leaky, so much of the water is wasted. 

     Watching the seas 

     The Meris instrument's primary mission aboard Envisat is to monitor sea colour. "It essentially sees the world the way we see it, though it can also see into the infrared," explained Peter North, lecturer in geography at the University of Swansea, UK, and member of the Meris validation team. 

     "What it's good at is spotting changes over time," he told BBC News Online. 

     Meris can observe how plankton spread through the Earth's oceans, providing a valuable insight into the way the seas act as a counterweight to global warming by storing carbon dioxide. 

     Meris' field of view means that it can provide an almost daily view of any given point on Earth. 

     Its host satellite, Envisat, was launched on an Ariane 5 in 2002. The satellite is the biggest and most expensive Earth-observation spacecraft ever built by Europe. 

     Story from BBC NEWS:     http://news.bbc.co.uk/go/pr/fr/-/2/hi/science/nature/3107915.stm 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

ENS 

Senators Wrestle With Impacts of Reducing Mercury  By J.R. Pegg

                      WASHINGTON, DC, July 30, 2003 (ENS) - Senate critics of efforts to cap   mercury emissions from the nation's coal fired power plants contend that theeconomic damage of such measures outweigh any health benefits. Mercury caps could devastate the economy through increased energy costs, Colorado Republican Senator Wayne Allard told colleagues Tuesday, and the Senate should be wary of "attempts to legislate a cure before we know what the disease is." 

                      At a Senate Environment and Public Works Committee hearing Tuesday,  Allard and his Republican colleagues took issue with the position that the scientific evidence favors the reduction of mercury emissions from coal fired utilities in order to protect public health. 

                      Modeling shows that any changes would have little effect on mercury exposure to fish, said Committee Chairman James Inhofe, an Oklahoma Republican, and "the most recent and comprehensive study to date found no evidence that prenatal mercury exposure from ocean fish presents a neurological risk." 

                      "We have an energy crisis in this country," Inhofe said. "If coal fired plant  should go out, it would be a very serious crisis. We have to consider the economic effects." 

                      The economics of reducing mercury from coal fired power plants has becom  a heated issue on Capitol Hill. These currently emit some 48 tons of mercury each year - the Bush administration's "Clear Skies" plan would set industry caps of 26 tons in 2010 and 15 tons in 2018. 

Reaching the 26 ton mercury cap by 2010 relies on the cobenefits of technologies to  cut emissions of sulfur dioxide and nitrogen oxides. But some analysis, however, indicates  that the administration's original estimate of the cobenefit reduction of mercury emissions was too large by at least eight tons. 

                      Earlier this month, Bush administration officials told Congress that to get to  the 26 ton figure by 2010 would cost power plants some $700 million to $900 million a year, a figure some believe would devastate the nation's electricity generation industry. 

                      The Congress should not rush into short-sighted policy that will cap mercury at "unreasonable levels," said Ohio Senator George Voinovich, a Republican and chair of the subcommittee that will mark up the Clear Skies plan. 

                      But others believe the scientific evidence favors reductions at a pace that   exceeds the Bush administration's plan and note that this could be achieved if the EPA would carry out the current regulatory process. 

                      This calls for the EPA to develop a regulation using maximum available control technology (MACT) and the agency has said such a rule could reduce mercury emissions by 90 percent by 2007. 

                      Another bill under consideration by the Senate, authored by Senator Tom Carper, a Delaware Democrat, would cut mercury emissions to 10 tons by 2013. 

                      "It is crazy for anyone to suggest that we should not reduce mercury emissions significantly, since we know its health effects and we have the technologies to control it," said Senator James Jeffords, a Vermont Independent. 

                      Jeffords is sponsoring a bill that would mandate the EPA hold to the plan to reduce mercury emissions by 90 percent. 

                      Coal fired power plants, which are the largest remaining unregulated source of mercury in the United States, emit two forms of mercury - elemental and ionic. 

                      It is the ionic form that presents the primary health concern through fish consumption, as this is the form of mercury that oxides in water and is transformed by bacteria into methylmercury - which fish absorb when they eat aquatic organism and humans absorb when they eat fish. 

But this amount is only some one percent of the annual global mercuryoutput, testified Dr. Leonard Levin, the technical leader of the Electric Power Research Institute, a nonprofit utility research group. 

                      There is doubt as to  how much the United States can do within its own borders to reduce global - or domestic levels, Levin said. 

                      Only 30 percent of mercury emitted by U.S. power plants stays in  the United States, Levin               testified, and that some 70 percent of mercury deposited in the United States does not originate within                      its borders. 

                      EPRI modeling finds a 50 percent reduction in mercury emission form U.S.  power plants would only result in an "average three percent drop in mercury deposition in the United States … and a drop of less than one-tenth of a percent in the number of children 'at risk,'" Levin told the committee. 

                      And critics of mercury regulation honed in on the testimony of Dr. Gary Myers, professor of neurology and pediatrics, with the University of Rochester Medical Center department of neurology. Myers has spearheaded a study in the Seychelles into the effects of mercury on unborn children. 

                      Myers says that his study shows there is not "good scientific evidence that moderate fish consumption is harmful to the fetus." 

                      "This is why it is so important to me that we be cautious when dealing with situations such as these and why we should place strong emphasis on the use of sound science," said Allard. "Our regulations must be thoughtful reflections of what we know." 

                      Senator Hillary Clinton, a New York Democrat, countered that there is a  "preponderance of evidence" that the health risks from mercury in fish are  real. 

                      "We are not adequately responding to the evidence we already have," Clinton  said, adding that policymakers should consider the economic costs of child development issues that could be in part caused by mercury contamination. 

                      This is not something "I feel comfortable studying and waiting too much longer on," Clinton said. 

                      There appears to be enough evidence for the United Nations, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and the National Academies of Science. The United Nations tried earlier this year to adopt binding limits on emissions from power plants and other major mercury sources - an effort blocked by the United States - and it recently reduced its recommended safe levels of mercury by more than half. 

                      The U.S. EPA warns that some eight percent of U.S. women have levels of  methylmercury in their bodies above its acceptable level, based on data  supported by the National Academies of Science. 

The Seychelles study should  not be ignored, testified Deborah Rice, the former chief toxicologist at the EPA, but it  must be considered in context with the other studies. 

                                                    "It is important to look at the weight of evidence," said Rice,  who was the coauthor of the recent EPA report reviewing the evidence of the health effects of methylmercury. 

                      "There is unequivocal evidence that methylmercury harms the developing  human brain," Rice said. "You should not rely on one study while eliminating  other studies for consideration." _________________________________________________________________________________________

REGIONAL OFFICE FOR AFRICA (ROA) - NEWS UPDATE

31 July 2003
General Environmental news

RSA, USA to cooperate in areas of climate change 

Johannesburg, South Africa (PANA) - A two-days bilateral meeting on climate change between South Africa and the United States ended in Pretoria with an agreement by both parties to strengthen their bilateral cooperation in the area of climate change. South Africa and the US have agreed to also explore the potential for several joint projects under the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC). The two countries announced their intention to engage and enhance collaborative projects in the areas of renewable energy, energy efficiency, carbon sequestration, clean energy technology, impact assessment and adaptation options, carbon cycle monitoring and economic modeling. The US had made a comprehensive presentation of its climate change consisting of three basic components - slowing the growth of greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions through an 18 percent reduction of GHG intensity by 2012; laying the groundwork for current and future actions through investments in science and technology and working with other nations to develop an efficient and effective global response to climate change. On the other hand, South Africa reiterated its commitment to the Kyoto Protocol, which the US has refused, to honor, and its early entry into force and the principle of common but differentiated responsibilities and respective capabilities of parties in addressing climate change. "South Africa wishes to explore all possibilities for meeting the challenges of sustainable development posed by climate change to South Africa, Southern Africa and the African continent," a joint statement issued at the end of the meeting said.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng006131&dte=30/07/2003
Kenyan region loses animals due to improper waste disposal 

Nairobi, Kenya (PANA) - Kenya's North Eastern region, the country's main beef cattle producing area, has lost a significant number of animals due to their consumption of plastic paper, a senior administrative official in the region says. Abdul Mwasera, the area's provincial administrator, observed that the disposal of plastic paper used in packaging goods was also an eyesore to the region's urban centres and concerted efforts will be made on proper plastic and other waste disposal. "They (plastics) are strewn all over the place, (and) the situation is made worse by the windy climate in this area," Mwasera complained Wednesday at the opening of a training workshop on the region's State of the Environment. The administrator, speaking at Garissa, the north Eastern provincial capital, 374 km north-east of Nairobi, said his office and that of the local municipality had adopted zero tolerance to improper waste disposal and urged other institutions to follow suit. Mwasera complained that, although the region lacked major industries, environmental destruction and pollution was still very high, while population growth was putting insurmountable pressure on the already fragile environment.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng006137&dte=30/07/2003
Environmentalists in Treatment of Hospital Waste

Agencia de Informacao de Mocambique (Maputo): The Mozambican environmentalist NGO "Livango" is negotiating with Maputo hospitals in order to have them participate in the treatment of hospital waste, reports Wednesday's issue of the daily paper "Noticias". "Livaningo" director Anabela Lemos said that her institution's priority is to train hospital staff on how to sort out the waste, and also to provide them with the necessay equipments. "We hope for a multisectorial job that will involve not only the hospitals and our organization, but also the municipal council in providing the materials", she said. So Far, most of the hospital waste is being destroyed without the observance of the necessary norms, she noted. "Livaningo" conducted recently an audit, in cooperation with South African technicians, in the Mavalane and the Central hospitals, where they concluded that "a serious work is necessary" in terms of treatment of hospital waste.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200307300550.html
Canada Donates to Ghana Wildlife

Accra Mail (Accra): The Canadian High Commissioner yesterday presented the Wildlife Division of Ghana's Forestry Commission with a donation of twenty mobile radios and telecommunications equipment. At a presentation ceremony held at the premises of the Forestry Commission, the High Commissioner reiterated Canada's commitment to the protection and sustainable use of the environment. The radio  ability of wildlife officers to communicate with each other while in the field. As a result, it will help to protect wildlife against poaching threats and promote officer safety. The project represents a unique partnership between Canadian federal and provincial wildlife agencies and non-governmental organizations including: the Province of Saskatchewan, the Saskatchewan Association of Conservation Officers, the Enforcement Branch of Environment Canada's Canadian Wildlife Service, the International Fund for Animal Welfare (IFAW- Canada), and the Department of Foreign Affairs and International Trade. Wildlife enforcement agencies in other African countries are receiving similar donations. These include the countries party to the Lusaka Agreement Task Force (comprised of Congo- Brazzaville, Kenya, Lesotho, Tanzania Uganda and Zambia), as well as Chad, Mali, Senegal, Tanzania and Nigeria. 

http://allafrica.com/stories/200307300505.html
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UN or UNEP in the news

National Nature Reserve Established in Xinjiang
People's Daily Online, 30 July 2003 - China - Wild camels in a nature reserve in the northwestern Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region will be better protected since the area has been upgraded by the State Council toa national nature reserve. 
The Lop Nur Wild Camel Nature Reserve in Xinjiang was jointly established by the Chinese government and the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) years ago.
http://english.peopledaily.com.cn/200307/30/eng20030730_121219.shtml 

Support for micro-environmental action plans
Kuensel, Buhutan's National Newspaper, Bhutan – 31 July 2003 - The united nations development programme (UNDP) is providing a grant of US $ 167,000 over a period of three years (2003-2005) to develop the capacity of GYTs for the implementation of the micro-environmental action plans (MEAP’s) identified under the capacity 21 initiative during the previous plan period.
http://www.kuenselonline.com/article.php?sid=3097&mode=thread&order=0&thold=0 


Renewable energies in forests of northern Iran promoted to half firewood consumption                                              

IRNA, Iran - Tehran, July 27, IRNA -- To help meet a growing demand for promoting the adoption of renewable energies, the UN Development Program (UNDP) Global Environment Facility (GEF) Small Grants Program (SGP) supports 

a project to raise awareness and promote usage of alternative energy in villages of Mazandaran province.                                   

A report released by UNDP here on Sunday added that the document  was recently signed by UNDP resident representative, Philippe Devaud, and the Iranian Society of Environmentalists, a non-governmental organization (NGO) that will undertake to implement  the initiative within the next two years.     
http://www.irna.ir/en/head/030727201115.ehe.shtml                                        
General environment news

Montreal, Cancun To Decide Fate Of Indian ExportersMalcolm Subhan
Indian Express, India - Brussels, July 29: How Indian exporters fare in the coming years is likely to be decided in two distant cities. The first is the Canadian city of Montreal, the second the Mexican resort town of Cancun. Trade ministers from some 25 countries, including India, started an informal meeting in Montreal from Monday to prepare for the September meeting in Cancun of the trade ministers from 146 countries that belong to the Geneva-based World Trade Organisation (WTO). [image: image1.png]



http://www.financialexpress.com/fe_full_story.php?content_id=39075 

India, China come together on key WTO issues
TIMES NEWS NETWORK[image: image2.png]


, TUESDAY, JULY 29, 2003  - NEW DELHI: In a significant development ahead of the crucial Cancun Trade Ministers' Conference, India and China, the world's two largest developing countries, have come together on a number of key WTO issues.

…The meeting between Shourie, who is standing in for Commerce Minister Arun Jaitley at the Montreal WTO meeting, and Lu was marked by the convergence of views in key areas currently under negotiations in the WTO such as agriculture; trade-related intellectual property rights (TRIPS) and public health; and the Singapore issues including the proposed multilateral agreement on investment.
http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/cms.dll/html/uncomp/articleshow?msid=101199 



Ozone layer depletion slowing: study
Kyodo, 31 July 2003 - WASHINGTON (Kyodo) A research team in the United States said Tuesday they have found clear evidence that the ozone layer is on the way to recovery and that a worldwide reduction in ozone-depleting chemicals is having the desired effect. 

The joint research effort by the U.S. National Aeronautics and Space Administration and the University of Alabama found that ozone depletion in the upper stratosphere has slowed since 1997, a decade after the Montreal Protocol was ratified in 1987 to phase out the production and consumption of cholorofluorocarbon (CFC) and other ozone-depleting substances.
http://www.japantimes.co.jp/cgi-bin/getarticle.pl5?nn20030731a1.htm 

Nelson pollution a killer 
The New Zealand Herald, 31.07.2003 - Air pollution in Nelson could be killing as many as 40 people a year, says a report. 
The Nelson City Council will meet today to approve a draft air quality plan, which is intended to reduce pollution levels across the city. 
An evaluation of the plan says the Ministry for the Environment believes Nelson might be underestimating its pollution mortality rate by about four to five times. http://www.nzherald.co.nz/storydisplay.cfm?storyID=3515488&thesection=news&thesubsection=general 

__________________________________________________________________________________________

ROE MEDIA UPDATE

News from Central and Eastern Europe

Joint Caspian centre

Moscow, 28 July.  Mr. V. Kaluzhny, Special Representative of the Russian President for the Caspian Sea, informed in this interview to a Moscow radio station that Russia suggested to create a joint independent environment monitoring centre for the Caspian Sea.  Presently some countries suggest to monitor Caspian environment using "national centres". Environmental issues are the most urgent ones for the Caspian Sea.  The Framework Convention of the Caspian marine environment is almost ready and will be most probably

signed in November this year.

http://www.rian.ru/rian/intro.cfm?nws_id=412627
Russian Prime Minister visited Baikal

Moscow, 25 July.  Mr. Kasianov, Russian Prime Minister, visited the Baikal lake.   During a special meeting with local authorities he pointed out that the attention should be paid to economic activities and environmental

protection of this region.  Firstly, the Baikal paper mill should be reconstructed so that it meets to most strict environmental protection requirements.  Another important issue is to have a scientific analysis of the issue of max and min water level of the lake.

http://www.regnum.ru/expnews/138894.html
_________________________________________________________________________________________

ROWA MEDIA UPDATE

 UAE
Geologist begins study on water reserves

A geologist from Fujairah has embarked on a two-year study to assess the underground water reserves in Zakt and Dhadnah areas on the East Coast and their availability for agricultural purposes.

Ahmed Saif Al Mattari, the senior geologist at the Water and Dams Department of the Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries, told Gulf News that the study was being conducted because the area is considered the most important agricultural region on the East Coast.

"Our study will consider the hydrogeological structure of the Zakt and Dhadnah areas and the significant role of the Al Owais dam in supplying underground water reserves," said Al Mattari.

He said he and his team of agricultural experts would collect data and information about the region over the next two years.

"During our investigation we hope to establish the amount of water consumed by the public in the region, studying the geological and geo-morphological structures of the area and its infleunces on underground water," Al Mattari added.

They will also gather information about planted areas, the type of plantations growing and the extent of modern irrigation methods. They will also try to find out how many farms are taking full advantage of the Zakt dam, which boosts local underground water storage.

Al Mattari said that initial information indicated that there are more than 300 farms in the Zakt and Dhandnah areas, most of which have already adopted modern systems of irrigation. This has positively affected the level of the underground water.

"Our study will help us have a scientific knowledge of water levels in the region, which will in turn allow us to find suitable solutions to any shortage that might occur due to the excessive consumption and a scarcity of rainfall," he said.

http://www.gulf-news.com/Articles/news.asp?ArticleID=93889
People's cooperation sought for recycling waste paper

The public as well as the print media are being urged to deliver their scrap paper to the Oasis Paper Industry Company in Dubai to get it recycled. 

R.B. Singh Ahluwalia, Export Manager, established the company. It started making unique things from recycled paper in 2000. Ahluwalia is an Indian science graduate. He loves his business as its helps save the environment. 

"Awareness about the recycling process is increasing day by day. I am looking for more local support to make this business bigger, to reduce waste paper."

He added most of the newspapers and magazines in the UAE send their old papers to India to get them recycled. "I urge all of them and the general public to collect their old paper and deliver to us for recycling. Through this a lot of people will get involved which will spread awareness."

According to him, his company is the first and the only one in the Gulf region that recycles paper. 

"Our recycled papers are cheaper than other brands from abroad. We make a new type of paper from jeans. It is very popular now and most of the stationary is now made with it. We convert about 1.6 tonnes of cloth to produce about 1.5 tonnes of recycled paper everyday.

http://www.gulf-news.com/Articles/news.asp?ArticleID=93781

Iraq
Saddam Thanks God for ‘Martyrdom’ of His Two Sons

Saddam Hussein yesterday taunted US soldiers anxious to catch or kill the fugitive dictator and put an end to a daring insurgency campaign which threatens the coalition’s rebuilding efforts.

Saddam emerged in elusive fashion as Al-Arabiya satellite TV aired what it said was a new audiotape of the most-wanted man in Iraq mourning his sons Uday and Qusay, killed in a one-sided battle by US forces in the northern city of Mosul exactly one week ago.

“We thank God for honoring us with their martyrdom for His sake” after a “valiant battle with the enemy lasting six hours,” said the baritone voice purported to be that of Saddam, the man with a 25-million-dollar price on his head.

It was the fifth tape attributed to Saddam since his overthrow by US-led coalition forces on April 9. Most of the previous tapes aired on Arab TV stations were deemed authentic by US intelligence.

Looking beyond the Saddam-era, Iraq’s 25-member governing council chose a rotating nine-member presidency, designed to represent the nation’s rich pool of ethnic groups and persuade them the executive voice was one for all. The council, unveiled on July 13, named a nine-member rotating presidency, Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP) spokesman Hoshyar Zebari told reporters. The nine will include five Shiite Muslims, two Sunnis, and two Kurdish members of the 25-strong council, inaugurated under the auspices of the US-led occupation administration earlier this month. The council will decide the order in which the nine will serve today.

In the latest chapter of the hunt for Saddam, dozens of US troops backed by air support raided at least two homes at 4:00 a.m. (0000 GMT) and nabbed four Baathists, including a possible brigadier general, in the ousted president’s hometown of Tikrit.

A military spokesman in Baghdad backed off from a claim he made earlier yesterday that one of the men was a bodyguard for Saddam. The predawn raid came as US Deputy Secretary of State Richard Armitage appeared to signal that only clean surrender could guarantee Saddam’s survival and that he should be killed without hesitation if capturing him alive meant risking the lives of US soldiers.

http://www.arabnews.com/?page=4&section=0&article=29566&d=30&m=7&y=2003
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W E D N E S D A Y    H I G H L I G H T S
*
Fighting poverty and deprivation crucial to ensuring peace and security – Annan

*
With situation reported critical, Annan again urges quick UN action on Liberia

*
Annan appeals to Security Council for speedy action on Liberian peace force


*
Many states want UN umbrella for Iraq but new resolution not imminent, Annan says

*
Iraq: first UN-assisted refugee convoy arrives back home to scenes of joy

*
With peace talks faltering, Annan urges Nepalese parties to find lasting end to conflict

*
Former Sierra Leonean rebel leader, indicted war criminal Foday Sankoh dies

*
Security Council extends mandate of UN mission in Georgia 6 more months

*
UNICEF urges UK to protect trafficked children by closing legal loophole

*
Multilateralism key to confronting global challenges, UN meeting concludes

*
UN-backed meeting agrees to development agenda for Palestinian territories

*
Timor-Leste heading in ‘right direction’, UN Assembly President says 

*
UN University, UNESCO host Tokyo forum on globalization 

*
Only multilateral cooperation can solve challenges of present age – Annan

* * * *

Secretary-General

30 July – Ensuring cheap generic drugs and free and fair agricultural trade for poor and developing countries in the face of subsidies, tariffs and quotas from rich nations is crucial to countering the more conventional threats to peace and security from wars and unrest, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan said today.

Fresh from two days of talks with leaders of some 20 of the world’s regional organizations, Mr. Annan told his semi-annual news conference: “Indeed, one of the points most strongly made at our meeting was that our success in countering the more conventional threats may depend in large part on the progress we make in overcoming poverty and deprivation. These cannot be thought of as lesser priorities.”

“History will not forgive us if we neglect them,” he said in introductory remarks, explaining that was why he attached so much importance to the current round of trade talks that will reach “a crunch point” with the ministerial meeting at Cancun, Mexico, in September.

“Decisions taken there will tell us whether this is to be a real ‘development round’ – in other words, whether poor countries will or will not, at last, be given a real chance to trade their way out of poverty,” he added.

Dividing the challenge into two parts, he said one – the issue of intellectual property as it affects public health in developing countries – was relatively narrow. “We must reach an agreement allowing those developing countries that cannot produce cheap generic drugs themselves to import them from other countries that can,” he declared.

The other was very broad and potentially decisive for the economic prospects of many developing countries – the issue of trade in agricultural products.

“We must reach an agreement that allows farmers in poor countries a fair chance to compete, both in world markets and at home,” Mr. Annan said. “They should no longer face exclusion from rich countries’ markets by protective tariffs and quotas. Nor should they have to face unfair competition from heavily subsidized producers in those same rich countries at home.”

Another non-conventional threat that “we cannot afford to ignore” was HIV/AIDS, Mr. Annan said in announcing that he had just written to all Heads of State and Government urging them to attend a one-day session in September that the UN General Assembly will hold on the issue on the day before the general debate begins.

“I believe all these crises can be solved, if the peoples and states of the world are really determined to work on them together, making good use of the United Nations and other multilateral institutions such as those whose leaders are here this week,” he said. “But we must not underestimate the gravity or the urgency of the task. We have real opportunities to make the world safer and fairer for all its inhabitants.”

In a question and answer session afterwards Mr. Annan stressed how important the UN remained despite the divisions earlier this year over the war in Iraq. “I think the message that comes through loud and clear, given the reactions of other Member States, is that multilateralism is important…that the imprimatur of the United Nations – the legitimacy the United Nations offers – is important.

“I think that this is a very clear message for those who thought that the United Nations was dead and had no influence,” he added.

Noting that it was the only organization where all the governments can come together to discuss issues, he said. “Governments are telling us, the world and their people that the United Nations is important for them and that they take its decisions seriously.”

On the Middle East, the Secretary-General noted that the peace process and the Road Map plan of the diplomatic Quartet – the UN, European Union, Russian Federation and United States – have made some progress with the ceasefire that has held for the past couple of weeks.

But, he stressed, the plan demands the parties take parallel action – “actions that give hope to the Palestinians that there could be a State at the end of the process, and steps that also give assurances to the Israelis that steps are being taken to end violence and terrorism.”

Asked about the separation fence being constructed by the Israelis, Mr. Annan replied: “I know that it is conventional wisdom that fences make good neighbours. But that is if you build a fence on your own land and you do not disrupt your neighbour’s life.”

Turning to the issue of respecting human rights while fighting terrorism, Mr. Annan said there should be no trade-off and people should not be asked to give up their civil liberties for security. “We are concerned that, under the guise of terrorism, governments all around the world are using the T-word – and tagging people with it – to abuse their rights and lock them up in jail and to deal with political opposition,” he declared.

Asked whether he had succumbed to pressure from the Rwandan Government in recommending the removal of the current prosecutor from the UN’s war crimes tribunal for that country, he replied: “Absolutely not. The question of the separation of the prosecutor function has been around for quite a long time.”

Prosecutor Carla Del Ponte is also chief prosecutor for the war crimes tribunal for Yugoslavia and Mr. Annan said separating the two posts would accelerate the work of both courts. “I think that we have to admit that it is extremely difficult for a prosecutor even to run a tribunal in one country; but for a prosecutor to run two tribunals thousands of kilometres apart, with major cases in The Hague such as the Milosevic one, while at the same time wanting to pay attention to Rwanda – we have had problems from the beginning,” he said.”

* * *

Liberia

30 July – With United Nations humanitarian officials calling the situation in war-torn Liberia critical, Secretary-General Kofi Annan renewed his appeal today for urgent action to deploy peacekeeping forces in the West African country, where tens of thousands of people have been displaced by the fighting and food stocks are dwindling.

A day after he sent a letter to the Security Council seeking speedy action to accelerate measures needed for the deployment of an Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) “vanguard force,” Mr. Annan told his mid-year news conference he had been in constant touch with the United States, which has pledged support, and the ambassadors of other countries.

“We may see a draft resolution very shortly being put to the Council…so that we will be able to help the tragic and deplorable situation on the ground and try and get assistance to the people,” he said, referring to the financial and logistical support, including airlifts, sough by ECOWAS.

Noting that US ships were sailing to Liberia and were in contact with ECOWAS, Mr. Annan said: “I hope once they are on the ground, the two forces will cooperate and make a difference in the lives of the Liberians, who are in such dire straits at the moment.”

The UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) said today that as the number of internally displaced persons was reported to be growing both within and outside Monrovia, the Liberian capital, which has come under lethal rebel fire almost daily over the past two weeks, stocks of food and fuel appeared to be diminishing, making the situation critical.

There were also reports of looting of commercial food stocks, OCHA said. The whereabouts of 9,000 tons of food in a UN World Food Programme warehouse remained unknown and fuel shortages severely hampered the ability of humanitarian agencies to truck water supplies to those in need.

Asked about reports that Liberian President Charles Taylor was reconsidering his promise to resign, which the United States has made a condition for its involvement in the crisis, Mr. Annan said he did not know how serious these latest statements were, but “we expect him to leave.”

Asked whether Mr. Taylor should appear before the Special Court for Sierra Leone, which has indicted him for war crimes, the Secretary-General said: “I think the law must take its course. The law does have a long arm and we will see what happens.”

* * *

Liberia

30 July – Saying he is deeply concerned at the “dramatic deterioration” of the situation in Liberia, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan has called on the Security Council to send a multinational peacekeeping force to the war-torn West African country as quickly as possible and to give it a robust mandate to ensure it is a credible deterrent.

The situation in Liberia, where several rebel groups are battling the government, and the capital Monrovia has come under lethal shelling almost daily for the past two weeks, had overtaken the scheduled mid-August deployment of an Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) “vanguard force,” Mr. Annan said in a letter to the 15-member body, dated 29 July.

“It is therefore absolutely essential to accelerate the deployment of the ECOWAS vanguard force to Monrovia to pave the way for the early deployment of the multinational force,” he wrote, adding that Nigeria was willing to begin deploying its two battalions to Liberia immediately, provided the international community made available the necessary logistical support.

Noting that the UN Mission in Sierra Leone (UNAMSIL) was ready to transport the Nigerian battalion now there to Liberia and that it was up to the Security Council to authorize the mission to provide full logistical support for the ECOWAS vanguard force, he said: “I therefore appeal to the Council to give this matter urgent consideration.”

The ECOWAS force would be the first in a three-phase deployment of troops, to be followed by a full multinational force, and then, “within the shortest possible time”, by a UN peacekeeping operation that would, among other things, oversee the holding of free and fair elections.

“It will be important for the Security Council to take an early decision on the establishment of the envisaged United Nations mission, in order to facilitate the timely generation of the military personnel required for this phase,” Mr. Annan wrote. “It would also be essential for the Security Council to authorize a robust mandate for the envisaged United Nations peacekeeping force, in order to ensure that it has a credible deterrence capability.”

Apart from preparing for elections, the UN force would assist an interim government in disarming and demobilizing the armed groups, provide security at vital locations and government buildings, including at major seaports and airports, facilitate the delivery of humanitarian assistance, and protect civilians facing violence in areas of its immediate deployment.

* * *

Iraq: Secretary-General


30 July – Many countries feel the internationalization of overall operations in Iraq under a United Nations umbrella is important, but a new Security Council resolution giving the world body a broader mandate is not imminent, Secretary-General Kofi Annan said today.


“Most of the governments are saying that they would want to see the effort internationalized, but not only with regard to political and economic reconstruction and institution building,” Mr. Annan told his semi-annual news conference at UN Headquarters in New York. 

“They would also be prepared to consider expansion in the security area. If it were a United Nations-mandated force and there was an international effort to pacify Iraq, they would all feel more comfortable contributing to it,” he added.

Under the most recent resolution on Iraq, the UN is ascribed a wide-ranging role on political, economic and humanitarian matters, but the United States-led administration was recognized as the interim governing authority.

On the issue of contributing to Iraq’s reconstruction, Mr. Annan said some governments “would want to give it to a United Nations or other international body, and not necessarily pay into the United States-United Kingdom fund.”

But he added: “I am not sure we are anywhere near a second resolution yet. But the discussions are ongoing.”

A UN umbrella was important not only for Europe or India, he said, but also for Arab states in the region who would feel more comfortable contributing to stabilizing Iraq under an international banner.

“So, whatever we need to do to move forward, we should not hesitate to do it,” he declared. “If it does take a second resolution to get everyone to pull together to get it done, let us do it.”  

* * *

Iraq: humanitarian


30 July – The first United-Nations assisted return of Iraqi refugees since the fall of Saddam Hussein culminated in scenes of rejoicing in the southern city of Basra today with the arrival of 240 people who had spent the last 12 years in exile in camps in the Saudi Arabian desert.


But though the historic journey that began yesterday in the Rafha refugee camp marked the start of voluntary repatriation in the post-Hussein era, the UN refugee agency reiterated its assertions that Iraq is not yet ready for the mass return of hundreds of thousands of exiles.


“UNHCR (UN High Commissioner for Refugees) is glad to see the first group of Iraqi refugees going home, but returns must be kept small and manageable for some time to come,” the agency’s assistant high commissioner, Kamel Morjane, said. “Due to security problems and the still fragile humanitarian and economic situation inside Iraq, we’re only aiding those refugees who want to go back.”


Describing the scene in Basra today, Mohammed Adar, UNHCR’s emergency team leader, said: “I had misgivings in the beginning about this return, but when I saw the mothers greeting their sons, the scenes of joy, it was very emotional and very moving.”

More than 3,600 Iraqis at Rafha camp have registered for repatriation and will be transported home in convoys leaving every 10 days, with future movements planned for Al Muthana, Dhi Qar Najaf and Nasariyah.

UNHCR also plans to start small return convoys from Iran’s Ashrafi camp in early August. More than 200 refugees there have already signed up for repatriation to Basra and other southern areas.

Since the end of the war, UNHCR has been expanding its presence in Iraq to deal eventually with the anticipated return of more than 500,000 refugees, including more than 204,000 in Iran.

Meanwhile in Baghdad, the President of the World Bank, James Wolfensohn, met with Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s Special Representative for Iraq, SergioVieira de Mello, to discuss he issue of what is called “needs assessment.” 

“This type of work has been done with Sergio in a number of places; in the Balkans and East Timor and now we are back here looking at somewhat different scale of problems that will allow us to build close relationships we had with UNDP (UN Development Programmes) and others including the European Union,” Mr. Wolfensohn said.  

* * *

Nepal

30 July – With peace talks between the Government and the Maoist group in Nepal faltering, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today encouraged the parties to continue efforts to find an enduring solution to the conflict.

“The Secretary-General welcomes the continued expression by the Government and the Maoist group of the their commitment to a peaceful solution, appreciates the intense efforts that are ongoing at present to overcome the hurdles and urges the parties to persist with these efforts to bring the process back on track,” said a statement issued by a spokesman for Mr. Annan in New York.

The statement noted that the Secretary-General has been following “with keen interest” the peace process, in which the Government of Nepal and the Communist Party (Maoist) have for the last several months been engaged in negotiations to find a peaceful solution to the conflict that has caused the loss of thousands of lives and considerable suffering to civilians since 1996.

“While a ceasefire that came into effect in January of this year has been holding and the sides have engaged in a series of formal and informal discussions, the process has faced serious obstacles in recent weeks and has reached a critical stage,” the statement added. “The Secretary-General remains at the disposal of Nepal to assist the achievement of a negotiated peaceful solution.”
* * *

Sierra Leone

30 July – Former rebel leader Foday Sankoh, indicted by the Special Court for Sierra Leone for war crimes committed during 10 years of brutal conflict, atrocities and human rights violations in the West African country, died last night, the court registrar announced today.

Mr. Sankoh, leader of the Revolutionary United Front (RUF), whose indictment in March was welcomed by the court prosecutor as an end to “the dark days of the rule of the gun,” died in Choithram Hospital in Freetown, the Sierra Leonean capital, where he had been receiving medical treatment and was under 24 hour observation. He was 66.

He had been experiencing major health problems after a stroke in August last year. He was taken into the custody on 10 March this year and subsequently transferred from the detention facility to the hospital on 29 March.

At the time, Chief Prosecutor David M. Crane said his indictment and that of six others heralded “a new dawn” for Sierra Leone and all of West Africa, and he read out a wide-ranging list of charges that included murder, sexual slavery and rape, forced conscription of children and attacks on UN peacekeepers.

The Court President, Justice Geoffrey Robertson, has ordered the registrar to conduct an inquiry and present a report to the Court on the circumstances surrounding Mr. Sankoh’s death. A post mortem will be held to establish the precise cause of death and a further announcement made in due course.

At UN Headquarters in New York, when asked about Mr. Sankoh’s death, Secretary-General Kofi Annan said: “One should not speak ill of the dead. May Foday Sankoh’s soul rest in peace. This is a man who terrorized his people and almost destroyed Sierra Leone. In the end, he died an indicted war criminal, a lonely and a broken man.”

* * *

Georgia

30 July – The United Nations Security Council has extended the mandate of the UN Observer Mission in Georgia (UNOMIG) for another six months, until 31 January 2004, and endorsed Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s recommendation to add a civilian police component to strengthen its capacity.

The Council’s unanimous decision to extend the Mission’s mandate welcomes the important contributions made by UNOMIG and the Collective Peacekeeping Forces of the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) in stabilizing the situation in the zone of conflict, and stresses its attachment to the close cooperation existing between them in the performance of their respective mandates.

The text also endorsed the recommendation contained in the Secretary-General’s recent report to add a civilian police component of 20 officers to the Mission to strengthen its capacity to carry out its mandate and to contribute to the creation of conditions conducive to the safe and dignified return of internally displaced persons and refugees.

Mr. Annan’s report lamented that the core political issue to the Georgian-Abkhaz conflict – the future status of Abkhazia – had not yet been addressed despite the opportunities provide by interested parties. And while he noted that the parties moved ahead on economic cooperation and refugee return, he appealed to both sides to muster the will to address the political aspects of the conflict.

Similarly, the Council today stressed its strong support for the document on “Basic Principles for the Distribution of Competences between Tbilisi and Sukhumi” and for its letter of transmittal, but deeply regretted the continued refusal of the Abkhaz side to agree to a discussion on the substance of that document. The 15-member body strongly urged the Abkhaz side to receive the document and its transmittal letter.

Further, the Council also regretted the lack of progress on the initiation of political status negotiations, and called again on the parties to ensure the necessary revitalization of the peace process in all its major aspects.

The Council also strongly condemned the abduction of four UNOMIG personnel on 5 June – the sixth hostage taking since the Mission was established in 1993 – and deeply deplored that none of the perpetrators had ever been identified or brought to justice.

* * *

Child trafficking

30 July – Youngsters from a growing number of countries are being imported into the United Kingdom against their will as cheap labour, often ending up in prostitution, according to a new report published today by the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF).

The report, Stop the Traffic!, was released as part of UNICEF’s campaign in the United Kingdom to end child exploitation. With increasing instances of children being illegally transported from West Africa, Eastern Europe or Asia and surfacing in places such as Newcastle and Nottingham, the report urges Great Britain to introduce a law to prohibit any form of child trafficking.

According to the report, the hundreds of known cases of trafficked children are just the tip of the iceberg – thousands more may be imported into the UK every year, but the scale of the problem is hidden by the nature of the crime and a lack of police statistics because trafficking has not been a criminal offence.

“Trafficking is a serious abuse of child rights and is the fastest growing business of organized crime since its is seen as less risky that drug trafficking,” said David Bull, UNICEF UK’s Executive Director. The study bears out that claim, noting that children are being brought to cities all over the UK, indicating that traffickers are widening their operations and targeting places where authorities are less aware of the issue.

“Until very recently, trafficking wasn’t even illegal and is only a crime if carried out for sexual exploitation,” Mr. Bull said, stressing that the British Government must criminalize trafficking for all purposes and should introduce central funding for specialist care and protection for the victims.

The Government’s Sexual Offences Bill, currently in the House of Commons, makes it illegal to traffic people into the UK for sexual exploitation, but children imported for other work remain unprotected. UNICEF is urging the Government to close this loophole and make it illegal to traffic a child for any purpose. The agency also stresses that any government funding scheme should include training for immigration officers, social workers, counselling and safe houses.

* * *

Regional organizations

30 July – A high-level meeting between the United Nations and some 20 of the world’s leading regional organizations ended today with a reaffirmation of multilateralism along with the need for the international community to provide effective responses to the current challenges to global peace and security.

Convened and chaired by Secretary-General Kofi Annan, the two-day meeting at UN Headquarters in New York examined such challenges to international peace and security as terrorism, poverty, intra- and inter-state conflicts, the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction (WMD), organized crime and human rights violations.

Among the meeting’s conclusions, participants recognized that terrorism represents a major challenge to international peace and security, and underscored the central role played by the United Nations in coordinating global efforts against the scourge and in setting the framework for worldwide action.

It also confirmed that multilateral cooperation was key in dealing with disarmament and non-proliferation issues, particularly with regard to WMDs. Regional organizations could make a significant contribution towards achieving and promoting the implementation and strengthening of key treaties and other legal regimes.

Participating organizations reiterated their commitment that human rights should not be undermined in counter-terrorism efforts. Rather than a trade-off between human rights and security, respect for civil liberties constituted a basic element in ensuring security. They also voiced concern about discrimination against peoples or cultures despite remarkable progress achieved in the dialogue among civilizations.

Turning to armed conflict, the participants expressed particular concern about ensuring the protection of civilians during times of war, and noted that cooperation to prevent the outbreak of fighting was a fundamental element to counter the challenges to international peace and security. They also agreed that success in countering the problems caused by poverty and deprivation through a successful development agenda could translate into progress in other areas.

Some of the organizations in attendance included the African Union, Association of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN), European Commission, League of Arab States, North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), the international police organization INTERPOL and several UN agencies, including the nuclear watchdog International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA).

* * *

ESCWA

30 July – Development experts gathered at a United Nations-backed consultative meeting on rehabilitation in the occupied Palestinian territories have decided that next year’s Arab-International Forum should lay the groundwork for realizing the vision of a Palestinian state.

UN agencies, Arab and international experts meeting in Beirut concluded two-days of discussions today aiming to prepare for the Arab-International Forum on Palestine Rehabilitation and Development, which will be hosted by the UN Economic and Social Commission for Western Asia (ESCWA) early next year.

Participants at the meeting agreed that the Forum would aim to develop a Palestinian vision for reconstruction and development, intensify Arab efforts in support of reconstruction and development, integrate the efforts of regional and international organizations, and call for the contribution of donors to achieve reconstruction and development.

At a press conference, ESCWA Executive Secretary Mervat Tallawy told reporters that due to the fact that two-thirds of the Palestinian people live under the poverty line, an ESCWA mission was delegated to Palestine to explore the needs of the people, and that the Israeli occupation was the major reason for the bad living conditions of Palestinians.

She said the most important benefit of the meeting had been the remarkable presence of the invitees and the support of the Palestinian Authority as well as the League of Arab States – two of the meeting’s co-sponsors along with ESCWA.

“The presentation of the Palestinian plan in the economic and social sectors; the role of civil society organizations and the private sector; the link between the Palestinian economy and that of the Arab States; and the role of regional-international organizations in the reconstruction process, will be the main agenda items of the upcoming Forum,” she said.

The meeting was organized in cooperation with the UN Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), the UN Development Programme (UNDP), and the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR). The gathering aimed to keep the social and economic issues and needs in the occupied Palestinian territories on the agenda of the international community, in-spite of the lack of stability in the region, and its main task was to define the objectives of the Forum, identify its specific themes for deliberations and widen the preparatory process as much as possible.

* * *

Timor-Leste

30 July – The President of the United Nations General Assembly, Jan Kavan, ended his tour of Timor-Leste today, saying he was “personally convinced” the tiny island-nation – the world’s first in the new millennium – was heading in the right direction.

During his four-day visit, Mr. Kavan met with the Timorese leadership to discuss the UN presence there and the extent to which the world body’s involvement in the country may still be needed after the end of the UN Mission of Support in East Timor (UNMISET) in 2004.

Mr. Kavan told journalists prior to his departure that he was very impressed by all the remarkable achievements since the country’s independence in May 2002. At the same time, Timor-Leste is the poorest nation in Asia and one of the poorest in the world, and it faces problems similar to those faced by many poor countries, he added.

The Assembly President also said that he would recommend to Secretary-General Kofi Annan and to the Security Council that a Security Council delegation should visit Timor-Leste, perhaps in December, “to see for themselves and evaluate your needs.”

* * *

UNESCO


30 July – The United Nations University (UNU) in Tokyo today teamed with the world body’s cultural heritage agency and leading development experts to kick off an international conference to explore ways to make globalization work for the benefit of all humankind.
“Globalization With a Human Face – Benefiting All” is the subject of the two-day conference organized by the UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) and the UNU in Tokyo. 

The conference, which will run through tomorrow, will take stock of the achievements made in understanding the many links between the economic and political driving forces of globalization and socio-cultural development. It will also evaluate the effectiveness of political action taken to balance the negative with the positive effects of globalization on people’s lives. 

This assessment will serve as a basis to identify areas and means for improving the policy response on part of governmental and civil society actors on the international, regional, national and local levels to the challenges of globalization.

UNESCO Director-General Koïchiro Matsuura was scheduled to open the conference. A public forum following the opening ceremony will explore current understanding of the factors promoting globalization, the side-effects of globalization – intended or unintended – in a number of key policy areas, and the impact on cultural diversity and ethics brought about by globalization. The forum will be followed by a workshop tomorrow that will focus on best policy practices as well as areas and means for improving the policy response to the challenges of globalization. 

In four working groups, more than 30 participants attending the conference will explore the effects and potential of globalization in culture, education, environmental policy and communication.

Among the keynote speakers are Fidel Ramos, former President of the Philippines, Moeen Qureshi, former Prime Minister of Pakistan, Andries van Agt, former Prime Minister of the Netherlands and Eduardo Aninat, former Deputy Managing Director of the International Monetary Fund (IMF).


* * *

Asia/Africa

30 July – Hailing the first-ever meeting of Asian and African regional organizations as a real opportunity “to build a strategic bridge across the Indian Ocean,” United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan has called for multilateral cooperation as the only way of meeting the challenges of the present age.

“As Asia and Africa strive to reduce poverty, achieve sustainable development, undertake political and economic reform, and promote peace and stability, regional and interregional cooperation can play a significant role,” Mr. Annan declared in a message to the first Asian-African Subregional Organizations Conference in Bandung, Indonesia, ending today.

“In a globalized world, the consequences of war, trade, epidemics, migration and environmental degradation are felt well beyond their immediate locale,” he said in his message to the two-day conference, delivered for him by Kim Hak-Su, Executive Secretary f the UN Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP).

“Indeed, these and many other key challenges of our times can be met only by looking beyond the traditional parameters of the nation-State, and by pursuing multilateral engagement and action,” he added.

Mr. Annan noted that the UN system has strived to deepen its partnerships with civil society groups, the private sector and many other actors in order to tackle the full spectrum of common concerns: poverty reduction, good governance, disaster prevention, environmental protection, employment generation, and advancing the role of women in society among other issues.

“Recent years have also seen subregional organizations play either leading or very important roles in trying to resolve protracted conflicts, despite meagre resources and poor infrastructure,” he declared. “Building up and strengthening capacity in these and other vital areas, such as peacemaking and peacekeeping, must remain a high priority.”

* *** *
__________________________________________________________________________________________




UNEP and the Executive Director in the News


� HYPERLINK  \l "Eden" ��


Washington Times - Saddam spoiled an ancient Eden


�� HYPERLINK  \l "Marshlands" ��Christian Science Monitor (Boston, MA) - Water and hope flow again in Iraqi marshlands�


� HYPERLINK  \l "India" ��The Statesman (India)  - Letters to the Editor India a hot spot�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Seacow" ��Associated Press Worldstream - Report: Tanzania's sea cow population near extinction gm/bm�





*Daily Nation (Kenya) Somali plants are new targets of illegal trade 
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