[image: image1.png]United Nations Environment Programme

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





 

THE ENVIRONMENT IN THE NEWS

Tuesday, 3 December  2002


Other Environment-related News

· REUTERS - Senator Jeffords blasts Bush on environment

· 

 HYPERLINK  \l "Outdated" 

REUTERS - INTERVIEW - EU says Spain disaster shows maritime law outdated

· REUTERS - Spain battles to save coast from new oil spill
· REUTERS - French submarine could solve Prestige spill puzzle
· BBC - Spanish king inspects oil damage
· ENS - Arctic Sea Ice May Vanish This Century
· BBC - University wins rainmaking grant
Environmental News from the UNEP Regions

· ROA

· 

 HYPERLINK  \l "RONA" 

RONA


Other UN News

· S.G.'s Spokesman Daily Press Briefing for 2002

· 

 HYPERLINK  \l "Highlights" 

U.N. Highlights of 2002

The Independent

Soil scientists dig deep to find fertile world under our feet

                       By Michael McCarthy, Environment Editor

                       29 November 2002

The last great catalogue of undiscovered life on Earth is to be investigated by UN scientists ­ in the soil beneath our feet. 

Several "expeditions" are to hunt for and classify the tens of thousands, and probably millions, of hitherto-unknown species of tiny insects,  mites, worms, fungi and bacteria that help to give soil its fertility around  the world. 

The subject of "soil biodiversity" is one of science's final frontiers and  one of its least regarded. But a growing number of researchers are convinced soil is a key to providing sustainable agriculture for the                     world's growing population, because the small organisms play a vital  role in the cycling of nutrients to plants. When they are lost, artificial chemicals have to be applied and the earth is degraded. 

The plan, announced in London yesterday, is to be funded with $26m (£17m) from the United Nations Environment Programme and the Global Environment Facility. Scientists are to spend five years hunting                       for life in soil in seven countries: Brazil, Mexico, Ivory Coast, Uganda,  Kenya, Indonesia and India. 

They will be seeking to find out what is there, how to conserve it and what it can be used for, said Jo Anderson, professor of ecology at the University of Exeter and one of the leading advisers to the programme.  There may be considerable spin-offs for industry and biotechnology as  well as agriculture, he said. 

He added: "These organisms are vital to life as we know it, providing the  food that we eat, removing pollutants, improving the quality of the water we drink and even regulating the flow of rivers, yet we have hardly begun                      to discover them." 

Soil organisms and micro-organisms are so numerous that the  thousands described so far are thought to represent only a small fraction of the true number. For example, although 3,600 earthworm  species are known, scientists think twice that number may exist. 

Even in temperate areas such as Europe, one square metre of soil from the floor of a beech wood, 40cm deep, may contain 800 species of living  things: up to 500 types of mite, 90 nematodes, 60 protozoans such as                       amoebae, 80 springtails (small insects), 22 enchytraeids or pot worms,  15 earthworms and 15 centipedes. 

In the tropics, the totals are much higher. Furthermore, the techniques of DNA analysis are discovering huge numbers of micro-organisms. The total number of soil bacteria known had gone from under 1,300 in 1993 to 5,500, said Fatima Moreira, a Brazilian soil microbiologist. 

Dr Moreira said soil bacteria were now being used in Brazilian agriculture to grow soybeans, because of their ability to "fix" nitrogen  from the atmosphere, in place of artificial nitrogen fertilisers, at a saving of nearly $1bn (£0.6bn) annually for the national crop. 

Degraded tea plantations in India were being brought back to health by  the introduction of large numbers of earthworms, said Professor Patrick Lavelle from the University of Paris. Loss of such soil biodiversity, often                       caused by heavy industrial agriculture, caused the soil to lose its fertility,  the scientists said. 

"The invertebrates [small animals] carry out the 'bioturbation', the mixing of the soil, and this is a unique function that has no industrial equivalent," he said. 

                       CREATURES OF A SUBTERRANEAN WORLD 

Soil mites are microarthropods, tiny animals more closely related to spiders than to insects, with a body size of anything from 5mm down to one tenth of a millimetre. They consume plant and animal residues, graze on soil fungi and bacteria and produce fecal pellets, all of which

help to promote the formation of humus in the soil and aid in  maintaining soil structure. 

Springtails (scientific name, collembolans) are tiny animals closely   related to insects and measure from 5mm to a fifth of a millimetre in length. They get their name because most species are able to jump using a forked abdominal appendage known as the furca. Their diet  consists of decaying vegetation and associated bacteria and fungi, and  other small animals (including mites). 

Earthworms are natural soil aerators and they improve the soil as they  burrow in search of food. Their casts are in effect a natural fertiliser, rich  in nitrogen and other minerals. Although most numerous in the top six  inches, they also work in the subsoil, bringing mineral-rich soil to the  surface, which adds to the supply of nutrients for plants. 

______________________________________________________________________________________

The Times (London) 

UN hopes answers may lie in the soil 

      THE United Nations has launched a worldwide programme to try to discover the largest source of untapped

      life left on the planet: the creatures that live in the soil. 

      UN scientists say that there are far more species living underground than above ground, but that virtually

      nothing is known about them. The United Nations Environment Programme will spend nearly Pounds 17

      million in what amounts to the largest programme yet undertaken to discover new species, including

      bacteria, fungi, insects, mites and worms. 

      Scientists will be looking in seven different countries, including Brazil, Kenya, Indonesia and India, hoping

      that what they discover could lead to new drugs and industrial processes, and improve dramatically the

      efficiency of European agriculture. 

      If the species are threatened, they could even set up wildlife parks for bacteria, earthworms and termites to

      protect them from extinction. 

      Dr Jo Anderson, of Exeter University, who is heading the project, said: "We are all looking at life at the

      bottom of the sea and on Mars, but right below our feet is one of the last scientific frontiers. In one small

      bag of soil, there are probably more species than in the entire tropical rainforest." 

      Certain species of termites have been used to rework iron hard soils in Africa and Australia, making it

      possible for plants to grow there again. In India a special species of earthworm was bred and introduced to

      a tea plantation, where crops were suffering despite heavy fertilisers. As a result, crops increased almost

      300 per cent. 

      The scientists will study tropical soil, and could even bring new types of bacteria over to European soil if

      they will help to reduce the dependence on pesticides and fertilisers.

______________________________________________________________________________________

The Guardian (London) 

Science's last frontier lies just beneath our feet: 

Spotlight turned on least studied organisms on  the planet 

      Scientists have launched a systematic study of the last great unexplored territory of the globe: the few

      inches of soil beneath our feet. 

      Researchers in seven countries today begin a five-year, Dollars 26m (pounds 16.8m) discovery of the tiny,

      unknown plants and animals that make the rest of the world work. 

      Tiny creatures - microbes, worms, fungi, beetles and mites - turn the soil, break down dead wood and

      leaves, fix nitrogen from the air, produce fresh nutrients for crops, manage the water cycle, release carbon

      dioxide, methane and other greenhouse gases and underpin all life above ground. 

      Forests, savannahs and farmland are all supported by a huge and largely unknown suite of creatures living in

      the first metre of soil below the surface. They have yielded some of the world's most important antibiotics,

      and have saved farmers billions of pounds in fertilisers and pesticides. They could launch a new agricultural

      revolution and yield untold riches for the industries of the future. They are the least studied organisms on

      the planet. 

      "When people think of where new species might be found, they tend to think of rainforests, mangrove

      swamps, or places like mountain peaks - not millimetres below their toes," said Klaus Toepfer, the director of

      the UN environment programme, yesterday. 

      The nations in the UN-backed programme are Ivory Coast, Uganda, Kenya, Indonesia, India, Brazil and

      Mexico. Research will begin in the tropics, because these regions are the least studied. 

      Jo Anderson, of Exeter University and the chairman of the programme's advisory group, said: "We have this

      image of this incredibly fragile, and critically important skin across the earth which is maintaining just about

      everything we are familiar with. It is vital to life as we know it. But we are simply unaware of the diversity of

      organisms supporting that." 

      There was probably greater biological diversity in a handful of soil from a garden in Devon than there were

      plants and animals in the tropical rainforest. A piece of soil the size of a sugar lump might hold five metres of

      fungal filaments of the kind usually visible on mouldy bread. 

      "We are dealing with incredible numbers," he said. "Some of these woodlands, up to almost a kilometre

      square, have got one genetic individual of a fungus which is probably thousands of years old and collectively

      weighs more than the largest dinosaur, or a blue whale. A tonne of soil could contain millions of varieties of

      bacteria. Only 4,000 have been named. The 72,000 species of fungi known so far represent only about 5%

      of the possible total." 

      Researchers have identified 15,000 nematode worms: there could be 100,000 species. There are probably

      twice as many earthworms as the 3,600 so far studied. 

      Streptomycin and penicillin were both made by soil-dwelling bacteria. Chemical industries and pharmaceutical

      giants have launched massive programmes to screen soil organisms for unusual and useful properties. But

      the biggest rewards may lie in managing soil organisms to save on pesticides and fertiliser use. Releases of

      native earthworms in tea plantations in India boosted productivity almost threefold and raised profits by

      Dollars 5,500 (pounds 3,500) a hectare each year. 

      The right strains of nitrogen-fixing bacteria sprinkled on soybean plantations in Brazil had replaced artificial

      fertilisers and were now saving the national economy Dollars 1bn a year. 

      Researchers will also work with farmers and indigenous peoples in each country to make the best of local

      knowledge. They will also look at ants and termites. These play a huge role in enriching tropical soils.

      Termites also provide health supplements as they spread new soil from deep underground over fresh leaf

      litter and animal dung. 

      "That is immensely fertile," Professor Anderson said. "In some areas of Africa, the women when they are

      pregnant have a tradition of eating this termite soil. Analysis shows it is very rich in available iron and zinc.

      It is like a vitamin tablet."

______________________________________________________________________________________

Wall Street Journal

UN Sees Soil Life As Source Of Drugs, Boon To Industry
LONDON -- You may be standing on the raw material for the economic revolution of the 21st century.

That at least is the hope of a new project launched by the U.N. Environmental Program to explore one of the least well understood environments on planet

   Earth: the soil, and the "mini-beasts" that live in it.

   The U.N. says thousands of undiscovered species of bacteria, invertebrates such as earth worms and termites, and fungi lie beneath our feet, performing

   functions which are little understood, and using chemical and other processes which could have wide applications in agriculture, pharmaceuticals and industry in

general.

   "We have the exploration of the deep sea, and speculations about life on Mars," said Jo Anderson, a scientist at Exeter University in the U.K. and a consultant

   to the project. "But right beneath our feet is one of the last scientific frontiers to be cracked. We have no idea what's there."

   The five-year project to catalogue new species and find out how they contribute to the health of the soil and the plants which grow in it will cost $26 million -

   not a large amount compared with the research and development programs of major international corporations.

   But the U.N. believes this "huge new genetic resource...will yield an array of new drugs, including antibiotics and 21st century industrial products for the benefit

   of rich and poor countries alike."

   However, the exploitation of newly discovered species could take many years to realize.

   "It could take decades before we can use these species in drugs and industrial processes," Anderson said at a press conference to launch the project.

   Agriculture is more likely to benefit immediately. And, one of the project's scientists says, some of the advances in reducing pests and improving crop yields

   which are now being sought through genetic modification may be achievable using soil life that already exists.

   "We are spending lots of money looking for genetically modified organisms and maybe these organisms already exist," said Fatima Moreira, a Brazilian

   microbiologist. "This could be an alternative to genetic modification."

   The DNA sequencing techniques which have made genetic modification possible have made it possible to identify new species of bacteria and other

   micro-organisms.

   Moreira says science was aware of 1,279 species of bacteria in 1993. With the help of DNA sequencing, that rose to 5,500 species this year, and an

   increasing number of new discoveries is likely.

   The U.N. project will concentrate on seven tropical countries where scientists are already paying increased attention to soil biology: Brazil, Mexico, the Ivory

   Coast, Uganda, Kenya, Indonesia and India.

   Scientists fear many species may be lost before they give up their valuable secrets so a top priority will be to discover ways of protecting soil biodiversity,

   which is reduced by most modern agricultural practices.

   -Paul Hannon, Dow Jones Newswires; 44-20-7842 9491; paul.hannon@dowjones.com

______________________________________________________________________________________

Inter Press Service 

November 28, 2002, Thursday 
Watch those 'beasts' beneath your feet 

Tread respectfully on those little beasts beneath your feet. Tomorrow they might save you. 

      In that world of ants, earthworms and termites just millimeters below soil level, thousands of tiny organisms

      await discovery, scientists now find. It is these "mini-beasts" that promise to find answers to an agricultural

      crisis and to the world's many ills, including global warming, scientists now find. "This is the first time that a

      major program is being launched to understand the diversity of life below the ground in tropical countries,"

      Prof Jo Anderson from Exeter University told IPS Thursday. Prof Anderson chairs the technical advocacy

      group of a new program being launched by United Nations Environment Program (UNEP). 

      The new UNEP program will work with a budget of $ 26 million to study this "largest source of untapped life

      left on Earth" in seven tropical countries - Brazil, Mexico, Cote d'Ivoire, Uganda, Kenya, Indonesia and India.

      But studies launched already have pointed to "incredible diversity" and its "incredible usefulness,"

      Prof Anderson said. 

      But why has it taken scientists so long to look under their feet? "The breakthrough in technology to give us

      soil DNA came only in the late eighties and early nineties," Dr Fatima Moreira, a soil microbiologist at the

      Federal University of Lavras in Brazil told IPS. "Now, each day we are discovering more and more." 

      And scientists are discovering also that the final answer to global warming too may rest beneath the feet.

      Soil-living organisms are found to play a key role in the release of carbon dioxide, methane and other

      greenhouse gases from the land to the atmosphere. Understanding the role of these tiny creatures and

      life-forms in the so-called "carbon cycle" may help the land absorb more greenhouse gases. 

      "We are beginning to discover the importance of nitrogen fixing bacteria just below soil level that take

      nitrogen from the atmosphere and make it available to plants by turning it into ammonia," Dr Moreira said. In

      Brazil alone moves to restore the life of bacteria can bring a benefit of 1.4 billion dollars a year, she said. 

      "The life forms living just below our feet are the most understudied organisms on the planet," said Klaus

      Toepfer, executive director of UNEP. "When people think of where new species might be found, they tend to

      think of the rainforests, mangrove swamps or place like mountain peaks. Not millimeters below their toes." 

      Toepfer said: "Researchers are now realizing that the world's soils, especially those in the tropics, are

      teeming with life and harbour more undescribed species than dwell on the Earth's surface. Harvesting the

      secrets of this understudied realm promises huge benefits and improved knowledge towards the goal of

      delivering sustainable development, towards eradicating poverty. This is one of the more unusual, curious

      but absolutely vital projects UNEP has undertaken." 

      Scientists working on the project say that for example earthworms, termites and other soil-burrowing

      organisms influence the amount of rainwater soils can absorb. Soils depleted in such organisms are more

      drought-prone and at risk from catastrophic run- off. This can in turn increase the risk of flooding and

      erosion with consequences for river water quality and habitats such as coral reefs. 

      Research has shown that many soil-living organisms attack and neutralize plant, animal and human pests and

      pathogens. It may be possible to promote beneficial soil-dwelling life forms to reduce crop, livestock and

      human diseases, the researchers believe. 

      Research indicates that the ability of termites to re-work iron- hard soils has been used as a tool to reclaim

      degraded soils in Africa and Australia. Scientists have shown that the digestive processes of these

      soil-feeding termites significantly increase the availability of nutrients to plants and are keystones in

      this traditional agricultural cycle. 

      A team from the French 'Institute de Recherche pour le Development' and the University of Sambalpur in

      India, working with the Indian company Parry Agro, found that, after the re- introduction of earthworms

      including native species, harvests at some of the plantations are up as much as 282 per cent, and

      profits hike by as much as $ 5,500 per hectare per year. 

      Ahmed Djoghlaf, head of the UNEP/GEF (Global Environment Fund) in Nairobi said: "Many people are well

      aware that increasing intensification of agriculture and the clearing of forests for farmland is contributing to

      the threat of extinction and a decline in the numbers of plants and animals on the surface. There is growing

      evidence that a similar impact is being felt below ground. So we may be losing many important and useful

      species from the world's soils without even knowing it." 

      Mike Swift, Director of the Nairobi-based Tropical Soil Biology and Fertility Institute said "what we know is

      the tip of the iceberg." He said apart from discovering new species, one of the project's aims is to test if

      different kinds of vegetation play a role in boosting or diminishing the diversity of life forms below. 

      These life forms can healthily replace damaging fertilizers and pesticides, Swift said. Losses of essential

      nutrients in the soil "can be partially compensated for by the use of petrol-driven agriculture and the use of

      industrially-produced fertilizers and pesticides, but complete substitution is often both biologically and

      economically inefficient and carries dangers of environmental side-effects," he said.

______________________________________________________________________________________

Additional coverage on UNEP News Release 2002/85

City Press, SA Paris - Dirt, the final frontier

The Times of India - UN scientists explore ways to restore soil

Tehran Times - UN scientists promoted bug-friendly farming on Thursday when they  …

Publico (Portugues) Nacoes Unidas Vao Estudar a Vida Secreta da Terra

Interviews were given to:

BBC World Service Asia; Focus on Africa, Americas service, Science in Action....BBC Radio Scotland, BBC Radio 4 Today programme, BBC Radio 5 Live

______________________________________________________________________________________

Inter Press Service 

Environment: industry lobby preventing tougher oil tanker rules 

While many people call for tighter rules over shipping in the wake of a disastrous oil spill off of Spain, they

      are up against powerful industry groups that have been fighting for years to extend the lives of what are

      known as "elderly" ships. 

      In the latest of a series of accidents, the Liberian-owned Prestige tanker began leaking oil on Nov. 13 when

      its hull cracked in a storm. After foundering off the coast of Spain for six days, it broke in two and sank,

      releasing nearly three million gallons of a 20-million-gallon cargo. 

      The International Maritime Organization (IMO), the United Nations agency charged with ensuring the safety

      of the world's aging tanker fleet -- dubbed "elderly" or "mature" by the industry -- is now under pressure to

      find out why the 26-year-old Prestige was held to be seaworthy. "The IMO has to be in the lead. This is an

      international problem, but we also have to work essentially with other industrialized European and North

      American nations such as the United States to make sure our registries are good," Canada's environment

      minister David Anderson said last week. 

      Under the current rules, the Prestige was deemed fit to transport oil until 2005. 

      IMO spokesperson Lee Adamson said there might well be proposals to stiffen the current rules, "but I think

      it's currently too close to the incident and we haven't received anything as yet". 

      Not surprisingly, Spain is leading the call to accelerate deadlines to scrap older ships. The European

      Commission said last week that while it planned to step up inspections, it would not revisit the question of

      faster phase-outs of older model tankers. 

      Under the IMO rules, all new tankers must have a double hull, with a three-metre buffer zone between the

      inner and outer walls. Single-hulled tankers - about 1,000 of the 1,800 tankers now in use - must be phased

      out entirely by 2015. 

      The 2015 deadline - known as the 13G amendment - was adopted after the Maltese-owned tanker Erika lost

      more than three million gallons of oil off the coast of France in 1999. It brought IMO phase-out deadlines in

      line with the tougher U.S. Oil Pollution Act of 1990, itself a response to the Exxon Valdez oil spill in 1989. 

      But influential associations in the oil shipping industry have continued to fight the current deadlines, while

      exploiting loopholes in the inspection regime, critics say. 

      Last year, a trio of industry groups pressured the IMO's Marine Environment Protection Committee, which

      was meeting in Brussels, to switch to a 2017 phase-out deadline - two years later than the current regime.

      They also sought to relax the mandate to scrap tankers more than 25 years old. 

      "It must be repeated that the industry regrets that the full implications of amending regulation 13G have not

      been fully evaluated or justified," said the submission by the three powerful lobbies - the Baltic and

      International Maritime Council (Bimco), the International Association of Independent Tanker

      Owners (Intertanko), and the International Chamber of Shipping (ICS). 

      Bimco is the world's largest private shipping group, while Intertanko represents some 240 members in 54

      countries, operating over 2,100 tankers. The ICS groups merchant ship operators. 

      Lobbying by these groups was also heated during IMO talks in 1995 on retiring older tankers. Former Exxon

      executive William O. Gray, writing in the September 1997 newsletter of the Connecticut Maritime

      Association, described months of "feverish" and "very tense" wrangling. 

      Gray said the tanker industry, led by Intertanko, ICS and others, proposed that instead of imposing retrofit

      measures to force tankers to upgrade, "what should be done with existing ships was to find the bad ones

      and 'persuade' them to be retired, while allowing the well maintained vessels to continue trading". 

      Intertanko has been particularly aggressive in fighting higher standards for the oil shipping industry. In 1998,

      the group successfully sued the state of Washington to block tougher tanker regulations. 

      Last week, the deputy director of Intertanko, Svein Ringbakken, insisted that the Prestige disaster should

      not affect the current schedule to phase out single-hulled tankers. "There has been a lot of consultation

      based on technical input and this was all subject to political agreement across signatories to the Maritime

      Pollution Convention," he said. 

      Others are more critical. "The system continues to hand people a competitive advantage by encouraging

      them to run ships beyond their sell-by dates and which hide behind yesterday's international standards," said

      David Cockroft, secretary general of the International Transport Workers' Federation. 

      "There is a culture of secrecy and non-accountability out there," Cockroft said. "Today Europe's eyes are on

      the Prestige, but next week and every week when a crew dies on the high seas because they were sent out

      on a non-oil carrying rust bucket, few people will be looking." 

      While attention has been focused on regulating the shipping industry, environmentalists also note that the

      best way to reduce the likelihood of oil spills would be to reduce overall oil use. Even a 10 percent drop in

      demand for oil would eliminate thousands of tanker trips every year, they point out. 

      "It is clear to me that the price of petrol and diesel at the filling station pump is not reflecting the true

      environmental costs of oil," Klaus Toepfer, head of the United Nations Environment Programme, said

      Wednesday. "We should, in the light of recent losses, review the timetable for the phasing-in of such

      (double- hulled) vessels."

______________________________________________________________________________________

Africa News 

December 2, 2002 

      UNEP Speaks On Loss of Vessel, Prestige 

The tragic loss of the tanker Prestige off the Spanish coast has again brought into sharp focus the

      environmental and economic issues surrounding the world's primary energy source, namely oil. 

      Nairobi, 28 November 2002 - It reminds us that it is the people living on the coasts of major tanker and

      shipping routes and relying on the natural environment for their livelihoods who pay the price when such

      accidents occur. 

      The fishermen, whose jobs have been blighted by the oil pollution as a result of the accident, have my

      deepest sympathy as do those working in industries like tourism who are also facing hardship. 

      I would also like to pay tribute to the organizations, both local and international, and the volunteers urgently

      involved in the clean up and trying to ensure that the minimum amount of oil washes ashore. This is not the

      first tanker disaster. One thinks of the Braer, the Sea Empress and the Erika, to name but three. It will not

      be the last if we are not finally committed to drastic changes. But it must mark a new and renewed effort to

      minimize the risks and to properly price the environment within the costs of oil transportation. 

      For too long, too many tankers carrying potentially hazardous cargoes, have operated with crews whose

      level of training falls short of what the 21st century world demands. 

      Meanwhile some of the vessels used are of an age and specification that also brings cause for concern. 

      The age of some vessels and their technological specifications have also been the subject of intense

      debate. 

      Ships, for often purely economic costs, are routed closer to shore than may be necessary or through

      important wildlife areas and habitats. 

      It is clear to me that the price of petrol and diesel at the filling station pump is not reflecting the true

      environmental costs of oil. 

      The International Maritime Organization, our sister United Nations organization responsible for shipping and

      maritime safety, has been working hard to make the seas safer and less vulnerable to spills and accidents. 

      I particularly welcome their efforts to bring in so called 'double-hull' tankers to replace the single-hull ones

      which are more vulnerable in the event of a collision or accident. 

      We should, in the light of recent losses, review the timetable for the phasing-in of such vessels. 

      But technology is only as good as the people involved. In recent years there has been a tendency to source

      crews from countries with the lowest labour costs in order to save money. 

      Ultimately the country from which a crew is hired is not the issue. However we must ensure that they are

      well trained and with proven, recognized, qualifications. 

      We must develop a stringent and demanding liability system to encourage tanker owners and masters to

      comply with higher standards and regulations. 

      UNEP has developed a network of Regional Seas agreements under which neighbouring countries have

      agreed to jointly protect their common marine and coastal environments. 

      Countries concerned have also joined regional conventions which provide a framework under which

      'neighbours' can send and receive assistance in the case of an emergency like the one off the coast of

      Spain. 

      Indeed specific "Emergency Protocol" have been developed, specifying the procedures for sending vessels,

      airplanes, oil-fighting equipment and personnel from one country to another. 

      UNEP is administering and is active in the coordination of 15 such Regional Seas Conventions and Action

      Plans and I will be asking our experts to look again at these to see where these measures could be

      strengthened and even greater cooperation between maritime states, forged. 

      Being statement by Klaus Toepfer, Executive Director of The United Nations Environment Programme.

______________________________________________________________________________________

The Irish Times 

November 30, 2002 

The way we have changed the rain 

'The rain here," wrote Heinrich Boell in his Irish Journal, is absolute, magnificent and frightening. To call this

      rain bad weather is as inappropriate as to call scorching sunshine fine weather . . . 

      "It reminds us forcibly that its element is water, falling water. And water is hard." Boell's rain was falling on

      Achill, where part of its magnificence lies in the theatre of watching it arrive. There are days when lashing

      showers queue up in the west, each advancing from the horizon in its own squall of wind, the rain-blasted

      waves boiling grey in a slow-moving line across the sea. Sharing in this scene a bit further south, we can

      add to the stage directions. The fiord of Killary Harbour beside us, steeply walled with mountains, can seem

      to act as a funnel, drawing in the showers one by one: they exit left, so to speak, wetting us with just a

      swish of raindrops from their hem. 

      Watching the weather maps, it has seemed to me this past year or two that the really wet depressions take

      a path across the Celtic Sea and up the east coast - almost as if they, too, were sucked that way by some

      inward breath shaped by topography. Nonsense, I'm sure, but enough to distance us from apprehension: just

      as we say, if there's washing on the line: "It's all right, it's going up Killary". When the rain does hit hard

      (and the drops themselves are getting heavier), we have some slight consolation in long and close

      acquaintance. We not only watch it come: we know where it is going. 

      It fills the bog beneath the ridge and all the little, half-buried runnels that seam the open hill; it starts

      skipping and leaping down the streams, snatching stones from the banks and foaming through the pools. At

      the bridge beside our gate it roars beneath the road and fills The Hollow with the ominous thock! of colliding

      boulders, then swerves out beneath the fuchsia to gather up another stream in its roller-coaster rush to the

      sea. 

      I may have to venture out, wellied and anoraked, to take a spade to our hedge-bank where a lake builds up

      on the road. 

      And a big flood is quite likely to toss aside our water-pipe from its niche beneath a rock up the hill. But we

      do not have to fear the appalling unknowns of the city, where rivers arrive from unimaginable sources, where

      natural contours of the land have lost all meaning, masked as they are in artificial rock. 

      Not only does rain arrive as some anonymous condensation of the air, its disappearance through holes,

      culverts and canals is a cumulative measure of urban adaptation, first of men with spades and now with

      massive machinery. 

      As the city sprawls, decisions on drainage become further and further removed from any personal sense of

      acquaintance with the behaviour of naturally falling water on naturally contoured land. Where on the map is

      the land that is "Liable to Flood"? And there, of course, we come up against the real difficulty: the way we

      have changed the rain. 

      It is 12 years this month since I first wrote about Bill McKibben's book, The End of Nature, first published as

      an entire issue of the New Yorker. Just as that magazine thought it worthwhile to carry the whole of John

      Hersey's documentary on Hiroshima, the implications of man-made global warming seemed to merit something  special. 

      After his round of the atmospheric scientists, McKibben's appalling thesis was this: that the climate changes

      already in train have compromised what is essential to the meaning of nature - its independence from man. 

      Looking out to the woods and mountains, he sensed that the world outdoors was no longer distinct in kind

      from the world indoors. 

      "The hill and the room," he wrote, "are all the one thing . . . the temperature and the rainfall are no longer

      entirely the work of some uncivilizable force, but instead are in part a product of our habits, our economies,

      our ways of life." His desperate conclusion: "There is no future to loving nature". The realisation that we no

      longer know how nature is going to behave, that we have pushed it into cycles and extremes unfamiliar to

      human experience, is so deeply disquieting that we cannot bear to talk much about it, except in falsely

      precise and manageable terms of the problems created for the insurance industry. 

      The United Nations Environment Programme has just published a preliminary report on weather-related

      natural disasters prepared for it by Munich Re, the leading German reinsurance company (read it at

      http:/www.munichre.com). 

      A 50-year graph of catastrophes, mounting decade by decade, concludes with details of 526 "significant

      natural disasters" in the first nine months of this year, costing Europe alone some $ 33 billion. The global bill

      for 2002 is expected to top $ 70 billion. 

      A third of these disasters, killing most people and costing the most money, were floods. Rain set all-time

      records of intensity in the statistics of meteorologists and climate scientists. There were floods in Chile,

      Jamaica and Nepal along with those in Europe, and in Germany a whole year's rain fell in a couple of summer

      days. 

      America had severe storms, tornadoes and droughts, all hugely costly to insurance companies - but not

      costly enough yet, apparently, to change the minds of Bush and his oil baron friends on Kyoto. 

      Leinster, alas, must endure the floods next time, and probably for many lifetimes after that. 

_________________________________________________________________________________________

AP

Le gouvernement communique sur le développement durable

jeudi 28 novembre 2002, 15h48

PARIS (AP) - Le gouvernement Raffarin a affiché jeudi sa volonté de se mobiliser pour le développement durable sans prendre aucun engagement précis sur le financement de sa politique.

A l'issue du premier séminaire gouvernemental sur le développement durable, Jean-Pierre Raffarin a simplement promis de mettre les moyens budgétaires "en harmonie" avec cette stratégie nationale.

Matignon avait promis du concret. Les 63 mesures annoncées à l'issue de cette matinée de travail, qui a réuni la quasi-totalité du gouvernement au secrétariat d'Etat à la Réforme de l'Etat, sont soit des voeux pieux, soit des reprises de décisions déjà annoncées ou mises en oeuvre. Rien n'est prévu par exemple pour encourager les modes de transports alternatifs à la route comme le ferroutage, un enjeu pourtant essentiel pour les générations futures.

Les seules idées réellement concrètes portent sur l'éducation. Une "semaine du développement durable" sera organisée début juin 2003 pour montrer aux Français "comment ils peuvent agir pour le développement durable dans le cadre de leurs activités quotidiennes".

Jean-Pierre Raffarin a par ailleurs annoncé qu'il avait confié à Michel Ricard, professeur à l'université de Bordeaux 3, une mission pour renforcer l'enseignement de l'environnement et du développement durable à l'école. L'objectif du gouvernement est de proposer dès la rentrée 2003 "une action cohérente et systématique dans les programmes et dans les activités des établissements scolaires".

Car l'ambition de cette réunion organisée à la demande pressante de Jacques Chirac était simplement de manifester la volonté du gouvernement de donner "une dimension majeure" à cette question et de l'intégrer "dans l'ensemble des politiques publiques".

"Nous souhaitons faire du développement durable une cause qui mobilise l'ensemble du pays", a expliqué Jean-Pierre Raffarin devant la presse à l'issue du séminaire. L'hôte de Matignon a d'ailleurs promis qu'il donnerait l'exemple en mettant en oeuvre une démarche "d'éco-responsabilité" dans ses services.

Dans cet esprit, un comité interministériel pour le développement durable (CIDD) présidé par le Premier ministre sera chargé d'assurer le suivi de la "stratégie nationale du développement durable", qui sera élaborée d'ici au printemps prochain. Le CIDD se substituera aux comités interministériels chargés de l'environnement, de la lutte contre l'effet de serre et de la prévention des risques naturels majeurs.

Un conseil national du développement durable (CNDD) associera la société civile à la démarche gouvernementale. Installé le 14 janvier prochain, cet organisme sera constitué d'une soixantaine de représentants des collectivités locales, des associations, des entreprises et des syndicats.

Pour le reste, la volonté du gouvernement se heurte à un manque cruel de moyens, alors que la rigueur budgétaire est à l'ordre du jour. Les crédits du ministère de l'Environnement pour 2003 sont en recul de 0,2%.

Jean-Pierre Raffarin a attribué cette contradiction aux décisions budgétaires "mal maîtrisées" du gouvernement précédent. "Pour l'avenir, nous ferons en sorte que les moyens budgétaires soient en conformité avec la stratégie nationale de développement durable", a vaguement promis le Premier ministre, sans prendre aucun engagement pour le budget 2004 hormis la promesse d'augmenter d'un million d'euros la contribution française au Programme des Nations unies pour l'environnement (PNUE).

En organisant ce séminaire, le Premier ministre voulait surtout sensibiliser l'ensemble de ses ministres à cette question. Dans cet esprit, cinq grands témoins, l'astrophysicien Hubert Reeves, la directrice générale du PNUE Jacqueline Aloisi de Larderel, le philosophe Dominique Bourg, le président de Vivendi Environnement Henri Proglio et le paléontologue Yves Coppens, avaient été invités à plancher devant les ministres.

Tous ont salué la qualité d'écoute de leurs "élèves". "Roselyne Bachelot nous a dit qu'on l'avait épatée", a déclaré Yves Coppens, qui a fait le point sur la préparation de la charte de l'environnement, qu'il présentera le 5 juin 2003. Le découvreur de l'australopithèque Lucy a néanmoins déploré l'absence de Luc Ferry. Le ministre de l'Education nationale avait séché le séminaire, officiellement pour présenter aux sénateurs son budget 2003. AP

_______________________________________________________________________________________

Africa News 

December 2, 2002 Monday 

       Big Funding Boost for Unep Announced By the Netherlands 

A big vote of confidence in the work of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) was given

      today by the Government of the Netherlands which announced a significant increase in its funding to the UN

      body. 

      The increased funding, targeted at five key areas, also marks a new departure for one of UNEP's key

      backers. It explicitly recognizes the organization's role in not only conserving and protecting the environment

      but in reducing poverty and delivering sustainable development. Klaus Toepfer, UNEP's Executive Director,

      said at a signing ceremony in Nairobi that he hoped that other key donors would also recognize the vital

      development role of the organization when they consider their future funding strategies. 

      The new Dutch funds, covering a period of three years starting in December 2002, are aimed at the areas of

      environment law, environmental assessment, urbanization, energy and water. 

      Significantly, UNEP has been given a great deal of flexibility in how it uses the extra money, growing from 2.4

      million Euros to 6.5 million Euros within three years. This again underscores growing confidence in the

      organization's ability to deliver its work activities in an efficient, timely and creative way. 

      Mr. Toepfer said: "I sincerely hope and believe that this extra backing from the Netherlands will be the

      beginning of more and similar partnerships between ourselves and donors. The Dutch have made the

      intellectual and philosophical leap from the environment as an isolated issue to one that is fundamental in

      the fight against poverty. It recognizes that 'Environment for Development', UNEP's new motto, is crucial in

      the pursuit of a healthier, fairer and more prosperous world for all." 

      "The additional funding will strengthen the organization, making it better placed to fulfil its existing roles and

      the new responsibilities given it in the Johannesburg Plan of Implementation, agreed at the recent World

      Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD)", he said. 

      Tanya Van Gool, Dutch Ambassador in Kenya and Permanent Representative to UNEP, said: "My country has

      been a long term supporter and friend of UNEP. The five areas identified are priority areas for us, especially

      water. Indeed UNEP's Global Programme of Action for the Protection of the Marine Environment from

      Land-Based Activities (GPA) is actually based in The Hague. 

      Over recent months, we have been scrutinizing the organization's activities in the light of the existing and

      new challenges the world, and particularly the developing world, faces. These challenges are formidable but

      we believe UNEP has demonstrated over the past few years that it is up to the task and that with additional

      funds it can and will do even more in delivering prosperity for all." 

      She reaffirmed the position of the Dutch Government: "Poverty is about more than wanting a full stomach

      and a roof over your head. And poverty reduction is about more than satisfying the basic need for education

      and health care. Effective poverty reduction must be based on a broad, integrated approach to poverty." ________________________________________________________________________________________

New Scientist 

 The last word 

      I read that Britain has a mountain of discarded refrigerators because there is a lack of facilities to destroy

      the CFCs in the foam insulation. I would have expected the CFC gases in the foam to have long since

      diffused out and been replaced by air. If not, why not? 

      - The practice of recovering blowing agent -- the gas used to create the foam -- from a refrigerator at the

      end of its life is not new. It has been carried out in Germany, Sweden, Japan and elsewhere for some years,

      and at least 250 grams of blowing agent are recovered at the decommissioning stage. This compares

      favourably with the 100 grams of refrigerant also removed from the unit at that time. The original decision to

      target this blowing agent was prompted by studies of old refrigerators by appliance manufacturers, at the

      request of the United Nations Environment Programme's Technical Options Committee on Foams. The

      committee is an adviser to the parties to the Montreal Protocol on environmental damage. The studies

      suggested that more than 90 per cent of the original blowing agent still remains in the cabinet after 15 years

      or more. So much is retained because the foam is totally encapsulated by steel and a plastic liner. 

      European Regulation 2037/2000 calls for the recovery of these blowing agents by member states. Initially

      there was confusion in Britain about whether the text of the regulation referred to foam-blowing agents as

      well as refrigerants, and the apparent slowness of the European Commission in clarifying this point led to

      some of the hold-ups we have seen in Britain in the past year. But the technical case for recovery has not

      been in doubt for some time. 

      The cost-benefit of such processes can always be questioned and the regulation makes provision for this by

      defining some of the CFCs not covered by existing legislation that may be recovered "if practicable". The

      word "practicable" has technical and economic dimensions since, although the recovery of blowing agents

      from foam in refrigerators is technically feasible, it might not be viewed as economically viable. For this

      reason the British government at first felt that recovering blowing agent from foam should fall into the "if

      practicable" category. The European Commission finally ruled otherwise and the rest is history. 

      Paul Ashford 

      Co-chair of the UNEP Technical Options Committee on Foams 

      Bristol, UK 

      Shapely curves 

      Why are the walls of a barrel curved? Why not save the trouble of bending the staves and make it perfectly

      cylindrical? 

      - My grandmother, whose maiden name was Cooper, tells me that it was to allow the restraining iron hoops

      around wooden barrels to be pounded on tight at each end over the dry, fitted stave wood. The shape also

      allowed the filled cask or barrel to be rolled and steered easily. 

      A barrel can be thought of as two wooden buckets, fitted top totop. If you make a wooden bucket, similar

      to half a barrel, you must make it with a tapered shape so that the iron hoops can be pounded down on the

      taper to pull the wooden staves together while dry. Then, when the bucket is filled with water and the wood

      swells, the bucket is watertight. 

      Often, objects that were originally produced in wood retain their shape when new materials such as

      galvanised steel are introduced. A galvanised steel bucket has the same tapered shape as a wooden bucket,

      even though a cylindrical bucket would hold more, as would cylindrical metal beer kegs. 

      There is another, final, benefit to the shape, however. Large plastic buckets have a design that is just

      slightly more barrel-like than a cylinder to allow them to be stacked, yet hold a maximum amount in a

      minimum of floor space. The metal barrels used for petroleum products are also cylindrical because they are

      not moved with muscle power, but with a forklift. 

      Rosemary Antel 

      Seattle, Washington, US 

      - The traditional practice of storing barrels of beer and wines in cellars below pubs and bars means they are

      lowered from a street-level trapdoor by rolling them down a pair of sloping parallel rails. If barrels were

      cylindrical and rolled down even slightly off-line they could fly off the rails with spectacular results. But if

      the containers narrow towards each end, they will self-correct as they roll down. 

      On a level floor, the barrel shape also makes manhandling by turning and swivelling easier. Cylindrical barrels  are hard to steer. 

      John Schapel 

      Maslin Beach, South Australia 

      - Real beer is not filtered (or pasteurised) before being drawn off into casks, so fermentation continues while

      it is being stored in the brewery's cellar. When the cask is horizontal the curved shape allows the flocculated

      solid particulates -- dregs to you and me -- to settle in the belly of the cask, below the level of the tap.

      This means that, in effect, the beer is being decanted when it is pulled into the pipe up to the bar. 

      David Wright 

      Dursley, Gloucestershire, UK 

      - On a related point, consider the much larger cousin of the barrel, the wooden vat used for maturing

      alcoholic beverages and, until recently, for chemical manufacture. These can hold up to 450,000 litres and

      are not designed to be moved. They are therefore made with straight staves and have a slightly conical

      appearance. 

      Because the diameter at the top of the vat is smaller than that at the bottom, the hoops can be driven on

      against the taper, as before. But the modern way of hooping a vat uses threaded bars that can be

      tightened with a nut, doing away with the need for a taper and resulting in a cylindrical vat, the design

      suggested by your questioner. 

      Richard Foskett, 

      Yateley, Hampshire, UK 

      - The largest wooden barrel in the world, 8.5 metres wide by 7 metres high, can be found in Heidelberg

      Castle in Germany. It was made in 1751 from 130 oak trees, and can hold more than 220,000 litres. 

      Davide De Focatiis 

      Engineering Department University of Oxford, UK 

      This week's question 

      Quick sand, slow sand 

      The sand on beaches in South Carolina is so hard you can ride a bike on it. By contrast, the sand on the

      central Oregon coast is so soft that even walking fast over it is difficult. This difference is maintained

      whether the sand is wet or dry. Why? 

      Marsha Veit

________________________________________________________________________________________

REUTERS

Senator Jeffords blasts Bush on environment

  WASHINGTON - The chairman of the Senate environment panel criticized President Bush for moving backward on the environment,  saying he is putting special interests above clean air, clean water and public health. 

  Vermont independent Sen. James Jeffords, who will give up the gavel of the Senate Environment and Public Works Committee when  Republicans take over the Senate in January, said Bush is rolling back protections for clean air and water, cutting Superfund site cleanups  and clearing new oil and gas drilling on national lands. 

  "Unfortunately, on environmental issues our president is moving us backward instead of leading us forward," Jeffords said, delivering the  weekly radio address on behalf of Democrats. 

  Jeffords also said provisions in the new law creating a Homeland Security Department will make it harder for people to learn of dangerous  chemicals near their homes. 

  Bush policies allowing power plants to avoid installing simple anti-pollution equipment when they modernize will lead to so many extra  premature deaths from plant pollution that it would be like enduring the the equivalent of a "Pearl Harbor every 30 days," Jeffords said. 

  Bush's "departure from the Clean Air Act will prolong the life of out-of-date power plants belching out pollution, not only contributing to  growing rates of childhood asthma, but also to the unsightly haze that taints the beauty of our magnificent parks and scenic vistas,"

  Jeffords said. 

  Jeffords said the environment had not always been a partisan issue, and he noted that he had worked with Bush's father, former President  George Bush, to toughen clean air legislation. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________

REUTERS

INTERVIEW - EU says Spain disaster shows maritime law outdated

  CORFU, Greece - The environmental crisis triggered by an oil tanker disaster off the Spanish coast highlights the need for the overhaul of  100-year old maritime laws, a top EU transport official said. 

  European Union Transport Commissioner Loyola de Palacio also called in an interview for an immediate ban on transportation of  environmentally dangerous heavy fuels by old, single-hulled tankers such as the 26-year-old Prestige, which sank off Spain's  northwestern shores more than a week ago. 

  "We must reconsider the actual rules in maritime law, which are based on principles that were applicable to the conditions of the 19th  century," de Palacio told Reuters at an international conference of centrist parties. 

  "Today we transport dangerous products, new materials that didn't exist then and in huge volumes that weren't possible earlier...The  magnitude of risks has exploded," she said. 

  The Bahamas-registered Prestige sank in deep Atlantic waters 12 days ago 130 miles off the Spanish coast, nearly a week after it was holed  in a violent storm off Cape Finisterre, Spain's westernmost point. 

  Oil from the Prestige has washed up on several Spanish beaches and on the weekend a huge new wave of fuel oil was closing in on  Spain's west coast despite desperate efforts by clean-up ships and fishermen to keep it at bay. 

  De Palacio said she was irritated that it took so long to implement proposals to tighten maritime safety drawn up by the Commission after a  similar accident off the French coast three years ago. 

  "The proposals by the commission were made less than three months after the Erika (tanker) sank and they've been adopted only this  year," she said. 

  She called on EU governments to move ahead with two sets of approved measures at the start of next year rather than wait until July 2003  and February 2004 as originally agreed. 

  EU members should also move swiftly to forbid transport of highly polluting heavy fuels on single-hulled vessels and ensure only safer  double-hulled tankers are used. 

  "We are going to call for an administrative decision...so that the most risky fuel, which is the heavy fuel, is not transported on the most  risky ships. This can be implemented at the beginning of next year," she said. 

  Other commission proposals that go beyond those agreed after the disaster of the Erika tanker include creating special routes for the  transport of dangerous and toxic materials and establishing a common language of communication as English is used in aviation. 

  "It looks like there were some problems with understanding (in the Prestige accident)," she said. 

  De Palacio said she did not want to pass judgment on the Spanish government's performance in the crisis, pointing out that the condition  of Prestige was the main problem. 

  "The damage was provoked by a ship that was not prepared for the trip," she said. 

  The Spanish political opposition has accused Prime Minister Jose Maria Aznar's government mishandling the crisis. Spain's Green Party  sued the government on Friday alleging a comedy of errors turned a controllable situation into a major oil spill. 

  Aznar has defended Madrid's handling of the disaster saying the crisis was being tackled as well as possible given the adverse weather  conditions. 

_______________________________________________________________________________________

REUTERS

Spain battles to save coast from new oil spill
  CORCUBION, Spain - Clean-up ships and fishermen battled to protect Spanish beaches from a huge new wave of fuel oil heading towards  the northwest coast from the sunken tanker Prestige. 

  The Prestige sank 11 days ago releasing thousands of tonnes of fuel oil into the Atlantic and creating the main slick that was reported to  be about nine miles (15 km) from Corrubedo on Spain's western coast. 

  Smaller patches of oil were between one and three miles from Spain's northwestern coast, officials said. 

  The area's notoriously stormy weather improved enough to allow contamination-fighting ships to go to work vacuuming up parts of the  biggest slick, Deputy Prime Minister Mariano Rajoy told reporters in the port city of La Coruna. 

  "I'm firmly convinced we will get through this situation," said Rajoy, who is heading the government's response to the environmental  disaster. 

  But other officials were pessimistic. 

  "The slick is close... The way it's going, there's no doubt it's coming towards the coast," said Enrique Lopez Veiga, the top fisheries official  in the regional Galician government. 

  The slick is estimated to contain some 11,000 tonnes of fuel oil, far bigger than an initial oil spill produced when one of the Prestige's tanks  was holed, for unknown reasons, in a violent storm on November 13. 

  The first spill of some 5,000 tonnes of oil fouled beaches with an evil-smelling bed of tar, killed or coated hundreds of seabirds and caused  untold damage to the region's renowned shellfish and fish resources. 

  Some 400 km (250 miles) of coastline have been declared off-limits to fishing and shellfish gathering, putting thousands of seamen out of  work and forcing the government to pay them 1,200 euros (dollars) a month each in compensation. 

  SHIPS WORKING ON CLEANUP 

  Seven ships, from France, Germany, the Netherlands, Belgium and Britain, were working on cleaning up slicks at sea. They have so far  collected 2,314 tonnes of fuel oil. Another 2,000 tonnes have been scraped up on land by hundreds of people, many of them volunteers,  wearing white overalls and facemasks. 

  Local people were hoping against hope for a change in the wind pushing the slick towards the coast. 

  The new slick appears destined to pollute many of the same beaches that teams have laboriously cleaned up. The biggest fear is that it will  strike rich shellfish grounds further south which have so far been spared. 

  In a number of ports along the western coast, worried fishermen were putting together their own barriers with nets and other tackle to  reinforce floating containment barriers. 

  But the fishermen's desperate efforts may be doomed to failure. "We are being invaded from all sides," fisherman Manuel Traba told  Spanish television, adding that there was already a thin layer of oil in a river mouth near Finisterre. 

  The sinking of the Prestige, a 26-year-old, single-hulled tanker carrying 77,000 tonnes of fuel oil, has led to renewed calls for tougher  European maritime safety measures. 

_______________________________________________________________________________________

REUTERS

French submarine could solve Prestige spill puzzle

  FINISTERRE, Spain - A French mini-submarine awaited calmer seas before heading out to inspect the sunken tanker Prestige for further  leakage of its fuel oil cargo that has devastated beaches in northern Spain. 

  The submarine Nautile arrived in the Galician port of Vigo on the weekend. It was expected to make a first dive at the Prestige's watery  grave, 210 km (130 miles) out in the Atlantic, once sea conditions eased. 

  The eight-metre-long (26-foot) vessel, with a crew of three, will make a series of dives to examine the wreck of the Prestige nearly 3.5 km  (two miles) down on the ocean floor and should finally answer the question of whether it is still releasing oil. 

  French Environment Minister Roselyne Bachelot and the Portuguese Navy both said last week that the Prestige was still leaking oil. But  the Spanish government insists no fuel oil has come up since the tanker broke up and sank on November 19. 

  Spanish officials say around 60,000 tonnes of heavy fuel oil in the Prestige's tanks when it sank will have solidified in the frigid ocean  depths and any sheen on the surface above the ship is due to traces of fuel used to drive the Prestige's engines. 

  The question is critical for thousands of fishermen in northwestern Spain, who are battling a second major oil slick created during the  Prestige's death throes. 

  Driven by strong winds and currents, 11,000 tonnes of fuel oil spilled when the 26-year-old Prestige dramatically sank have taken just 12  days to travel back to Spain's northwestern coast. 

  New patches of foul-smelling sludge are reaching beaches and rocky inlets on the Galician coast just as crews clean up 5,000 tonnes of  fuel oil spilled when the Prestige's hull cracked on November 13. 

  PREPARED FOR THE WORST 

  A larger slick is 19 miles (30 km) off shore and northwest winds could push it towards the coast. "You have to be prepared for the worst,"  Environment Minister Jaume Matas said on the weekend. 

  A constant stream of pollution from the sunken Bahamas-flagged and Greek-operated tanker would fulfil the worst nightmares of local  fishermen. 

  Fishermen on the "Coast of Death" were gripped by anger, resignation and despair as they prepared barriers to try to protect the region's  rich shellfish and fish stocks from more punishment. 

  "People are desperate. There's nothing you can do," said Manuel Iglesias, a fisherman in the village of O Grove. 

  Spain's King Juan Carlos plans to visit Galician fishing villages hit by the spill yesterday, while Prime Minister Jose Maria Aznar will have  talks in Madrid with Prime Minister Anders Fogh Rasmussen of Denmark, current European Union president. 

  Aznar is pressing the EU to tighten maritime safety at its December 12-13 Copenhagen summit. In its first use of a new get-tough national  policy, the Spanish Navy on Saturday expelled a single-hulled Maltese oil tanker from Spanish waters. 

  For the first time, oil washed up on 10 beaches near Valdovino, 40 km (25 miles) northeast of La Coruna, on the weekend, forcing Galician  officials to extend a ban on gathering shellfish - which already covered 400 km (250 miles) of coast - to that area. 

  Thousands of fishermen have been thrown out of work by the oil spill, which has paralysed Galicia's big shellfish industry just before the  vital Christmas season. 

  A wildlife group estimated that as many as 15,000 birds may have been killed or covered in oil. 

  Tens of thousands of demonstrators packed Galicia's capital on the weekend to protest at the government's response to the tanker disaster, which many regard as tardy and inadequate. 

  Organisers estimated that up to 200,000 people braved driving rain to march behind the banner "Never again" in the ancient pilgrimage site of Santiago de Compostela. (Additional reporting by Adrian Croft). 

_______________________________________________________________________________________

BBC

Monday, 2 December

Spanish king inspects oil damage

               The king has been inspecting relief efforts King Juan Carlos of Spain has been inspecting the               environmental damage to the country's north-west coast caused by oil from a sunken tanker, the Prestige.

               Touring the polluted coastline by helicopter, he  spoke to volunteers involved  in the clean-up operation

               and visited a number of  fishing villages affected by the oil spill. 

               The Spanish Government has been criticised for not acting quickly enough to deal with  the slick, which is now affecting about 550  kilometres of coastline. 

               After delays caused by choppy waters and winds, the crew of a  French mini-submarine, the               Nautile, descended 3,500 metres (11,000 feet) down to the seabed to see if the wreck of the tanker is               still leaking its cargo. 

               It found no traces of any oil linking from the sunken  tanker, which split in two and went down on 19               November in waters about 250 km off the coast. 

               The submarine is expected to make several more dives  for further checks in the next few days. 

                 Click here for a graphic of the Nautile 

               About 60,000 tons of oil are thought to be still inside  the vessel, which spilled up to 20,000 tons into the sea  before sinking. 

               There were hopes the remaining oil would solidify in the  freezing temperatures, but in recent days a new slick  has been sighted over the spot where the ship went down. 

               There are fears the strong  winds and huge waves could force this slick ashore, causing further               environmental damage. 

               More oil began arriving on  beaches on Sunday. 

               The spill has already contaminated 164 beaches  from La Coruna to Cape Finisterre. 

               The government has banned fishing and  shellfish harvesting - the  main economic activity in          Galicia - along several  hundred kilometres of coastline. 

               An estimated 15,000 birds have died or been injured by  the oil, according to Enrique Diaz of the environmental group SEO BirdLife. 

               Applause 

               Locals greeted the king with applause only a day after nearly 200,000 people turned out in the Galician capital Santiago de Compostela to condemn what they described as inadequate coastal protection. 

               "We're very grateful that he came to see the problem  first hand," said Daniel Castro, 46. 

               "He went down and got his feet dirty. The only way to   resolve a problem is to be in the middle of it." 

               Anti-pollution vessels from Belgium, Britain, France, Germany, the Netherlands and Norway are working in  the area. 

               Stormy conditions have kept them from tackling the  main slick, but they have so far pumped some 5,500  tons from the sea, government officials said. _________________________________________________________________________________________

ENS

Arctic Sea Ice May Vanish This Century 

                      By Cat Lazaroff 

                      WASHINGTON, DC, December 2, 2002 (ENS) - Perennial sea ice - the floating  ice that remains year round near the Arctic Circle - could vanish entirely by  the end of this century, warns a new study by researchers at the National  Aeronautics and Space Administration. The NASA study concludes that sea                      ice is now melting about nine percent faster than prior research had indicated,  due to rising temperatures and interactions between ice, ocean and the  atmosphere. 

                      Perennial sea ice floats in the polar oceans and remains at the end of the  summer, when the ice cover is at its minimum and seasonal sea ice has melted.  This year round ice averages about three meters (9.8 feet) in depth, but can be  as thick as seven meters (23 feet). 

                      This image, created using data from   the Defense Meteorlogical Satellite  Program's Special Scanning  Microwave Imager, shows the extent  of Arctic sea ice on January 1, 1990.  (Two photos courtesy NASA)

                      But if current melting rates continue, by the year 2099, there may be no sea ice left in  the Arctic. Melting sea ice  would not affect sea levels,but it could impact summer shipping lanes, plankton  blooms, ocean circulation systems, and the global climate. 

                      "If the perennial ice cover, which consists mainly of thick multi-year ice floes, disappears, the entire Arctic Ocean climate and ecology would become very different," said Josefino Comiso, a researcher at NASA's Goddard Space Flight Center who authored the study. 

                      Comiso used satellite data to track trends in minimum Arctic sea ice cover and  temperature over the Arctic from 1978 to 2000. Since sea ice does not change  uniformly in terms of time or space, Comiso sectioned off portions of the  Arctic data and analyzed these sections to determine when ice had reached  the minimum for that area each year. 

                                                      In this image from January 1, 1999,  the expanse of Arctic sea ice has                                                      shrunk noticeably.

                                                      Prior to the complete data  provided by satellites, most records came from sparsely located ocean buoys, weather  stations, and research vessels. Comiso compiled all available data to obtain overall annual values of perennial sea ice. 

                      Comparing the differences between Arctic sea ice data from 1979 to 1989 and data from 1990 to 2000, Comiso found the biggest melting occurred in the  western area - the Beaufort and Chukchi Seas - while considerable losses were also apparent in the eastern region of the Siberian, Laptev and Kara Seas. In  small areas near Greenland, perennial sea ice advanced a bit, Comiso found. 

                      The rate of decline is expected to accelerate due to interactions between the ice, oceans and atmosphere. As temperatures in the Arctic rise, the summer ice cover retreats, more solar heat gets absorbed by the ocean, and more ice gets melted by a warmer upper water layer. 

                      The Polar Star breaks through Antarctic ice on its way to the McMurdo  port, one of the main                      international research areas on Antarctica. (Photo by Andy Devilbiss, courtesy U.S. Coast Guard)

                      Warmer water may delay freezing in  the fall, leading to a  thinner ice cover in  the winter and                      spring, which   makes the sea ice  more vulnerable to  melting in the subsequent summer. 

                      The study found that temperatures in the Arctic are increasing at the rate of 1.2 degrees Celsius (2.2 Fahrenheit) per decade. This rise in summer ice  temperatures could lengthen the summers, allowing earlier spring thaws and  later freeze dates in the fall, causing further thinning and retreat of perennial  ice. 

                      In the short term, reduced ice cover would open shipping lanes through the  Arctic. Massive melts could also increase biological productivity, since melt  water floats and provides a stable layer conducive to plankton blooms. 

Polar bears need sea ice to hunt for  seals, their primary prey. (Photo courtesy Greenpeace)

Shrinking sea ice also affects Arctic wildlife like polar  bears and seals, which depend on both seasonal  and perennial ice. 

"Since the sea ice is melting earlier in the spring, polar bears move to land earlier  without having developed as                      much fat reserves to survive the ice free season," explained Lynn Rosentrater, a climate scientist at the World Wildlife Fund's Arctic program. "They are  skinny bears by the end of summer, which in the worst case can affect their ability to reproduce." 

Both regional and global climate would be impacted, since summer sea ice  currently reflects sunlight out to space, cooling the planet's surface and warming the atmosphere. As the ice expanse shrinks, less sunlight will be  reflected, allowing the sun to warm more of the ocean. 

While the latest data came too late to be included in the paper, Comiso  recently analyzed the ice cover data up to the present and discovered that this  year's perennial ice cover is the least extensive observed during the era of                      satellite data. 

                      Previous studies have shown that  sea ice in the Arctic Circle is melting at a rate of 37,000 square kilometers  per year; the new NASA study  suggests the current melt rate may  be even faster. (Photo courtesy                      SHEBA Project Office, University of Washington)

                      The mechanisms behind the  loss or gain of sea ice are still  uncertain. Earlier this year,                researcher Claire Parkinson  of the Goddard Space Flight  Center noted that the ice cover around Antarctica has increased since the late 1970s, at the same time that Arctic sea ice has declined. 

In a study published in the "Annals of Glaciology," Parkinson found that average southern ice seasons have lengthened, with perennial ice growing  and seasonal ice persisting for longer periods. Parkinson's research found                      longer ice seasons in the Ross Sea, but in other Antarctic waters, including   most of the Amundsen Sea and almost the entire Bellingshausen Sea, sea ice seasons are getting shorter. 

The Antarctic changes appear to be linked to regional temperature changes - warming seas and surface temperatures were linked to shrinking ice. The same appears to be true in the Arctic, but the feedback links between ice and ocean and atmosphere make the total picture more complicated, Comiso said. 

                      The new NASA study appears in the late October issue of the journal "Geophysical Research Letters," and was funded by NASA's Cryospheric  Sciences Program and the NASA Earth Science Enterprise/Earth Observing System Project. 
_________________________________________________________________________________________

BBC

Monday, 2 December, 2002, 13:34 GMT 

               University wins rainmaking grant

Project would only work in areas that can produce clouds  Scientists in Britain are designing a machine that could  help to produce rain in areas where it is needed. 

The plan involves forcing seawater through nozzles so  that it becomes a fine spray, which can then gradually  form into clouds. 

The research is being carried out at Edinburgh University by Professor Stephen Salter, who designed a way of  producing electricity from waves 30 years ago with a system of floats known as "Salter's duck". 

His rainmaking idea has just been awarded a government development grant worth over £100,000. 

               Fine spray 

The project is based around a wind-powered machine which looks rather like a giant lollipop. 

The stick is a large, hollow tube which stands upright on a platform on the sea, with its base just below the water. 

Two hollow blades stick out from the sides of the tube.  As the wind spins these blades around, they power the  turbine, which sucks up seawater by centrifugal force - no pumps, valves or pistons are needed. 

Professor Salter told the BBC: "We are trying to break  through the layer of rather stagnant, humid air that's at  the very, very bottom of the atmosphere, in contact with  the sea surface, and lift large volumes of water through  this and squirt them out from 10 metres up in the air as  a very fine spray, with a very big surface area." 

               Technical hurdles 

Professor Salter says that, ideally, his rainmaking  machines would be positioned about 10 to 20        kilometres off a mountainous coastline - like the Red Sea or the Persian Gulf. 

They would then need an onshore wind to blow the  moisture-filled air towards land, and let the mountains, lift it further into the sky to form clouds. 

His team is now using computers to track the    movement of air in different parts of the world, working               out where to test the rainmaker, when it has been built.

There are still technical problems to sort out, including,  controlling the size of the water droplets, and how to  make sure that the salty residue falls back into the sea.

People have been trying for many years to modify the  weather, from tribal rain dances through to experiments in which small crystals were dropped into clouds to attract moisture. 

There has been some success with this method, but the  regular use of "seeding" to influence weather patterns still remains a long way off.

_______________________________________________________

REGIONAL OFFICE FOR AFRICA  (ROA) - NEWS UPDATE

December 03, 2002

UNEP Speaks On Loss of Vessel, Prestige

This Day (Lagos): The Newspaper publishes the full text of the Executive Director’s statement.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200212020102.html
Bio-Diversity: Effort to Unearth Secrets of Soils Begins

This Day (Lagos): Scientists are to go below ground in seven tropical countries to search for the largest source of untapped life left on Earth. Experts know that, millimeters below the surface in the twilight, subterranean world, of the earthworm and the nematode, tens of thousands of new species of tiny organisms including bacteria, fungi, insects, mites and worms await discovery.  Klaus Toepfer, Executive Director of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) said: " The life forms living just below our feet are the most understudied organisms on the planet. When people think of where new species might be found, they tend to think of the rainforests, mangrove swamps or place like mountain peaks. Not millimeters below their toes". "But researchers are now realizing that the world's soils, especially those in the tropics, are teeming with life and harbor more undescribed species than dwell on the Earth's surface. Harvesting the secrets of this understudied realm promises huge benefits and improved knowledge towards the goal of delivering sustainable development, towards eradicating poverty. This is one of the more unusual, curious but absolutely vital projects UNEP has undertaken. So I am delighted that the organization is involved in this pioneering work".

http://allafrica.com/stories/200212020810.html
Micro-organism technology to boost food immunity properties 

Nairobi, Kenya (PANA) - Kenyans with low immunity such as those suffering from the HIV/AIDS may soon have food supplements obtained from plant materials grown using the Effective Micro- organism (EM) technology, a Kenyan scientist says. Peter Chande of EM-Kenya, the NGO promoting the use of EM in agriculture and environmental management in the country, says trials being carried out by the Kenya Medical Research Foundation immune boosting properties. He told PANA Monday that EM, which entails the introduction of useful bacteria into an environment to control harmful bacteria, is useful in agriculture where it brings about healthy plants that do not need to be sprayed with chemicals to control diseases and pests. He explained that food crops grown with EM introduce the useful bacteria into the body, helping it to boost its own defense system. Introduced two years ago, the EM technology has also proven useful to farmers who have made reasonable savings on fertilizers and chemicals, while improving the quality and quantity of their products.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng029233&dte=02/12/2002
Zambian police deploy ahead of solar eclipse 

Lusaka, Zambia (PANA) - In a move to forestall possible crime, police in Zambia have begun deploying in areas where foreign tourists are gathering to view a solar eclipse, spokesperson Brenda Muntemba affirmed Monday in Lusaka. A total eclipse of the sun is due to occur in western Zambia and some parts of Angola, Namibia, Botswana, Zimbabwe, South Africa and Australia on the morning of 4 December. Muntemba said police have beefed up their presence at airports in the three major cities of Lusaka, Ndola and Livingstone to ensure maximum safety for the visitors.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng029295&dte=02/12/2002
New Maize Variety Ready In Five Years

The Nation (Nairobi): Genetically modified maize could be introduced in Kenya in the next five years. The Kenya Agricultural Research Institute (Kari) is conducting research on transgenic maize, also referred to as Bt maize. The maize is planned to be in Kenya's wholesale and retail outlets by 2008 if found safe. The crop has been developed after the alteration of the maize gene through the introduction of a soil bacterium that produces toxins. The toxins kill the stem-borer, one of deadliest pests affecting maize crops. Speaking at a workshop at the International Centre of Insect Physiology and Ecology (Icipe) headquarters in Nairobi, the organization’s head of Molecular Biology and Biochemistry Unit, Dr Ellie Osir, said scientists were currently developing research guidelines for GM crops. The research, however, is at an early stage and Kenyans will have to wait for more than three years before consuming Bt maize.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200212020760.html
Monitor Research On Gmos

The Nation (Nairobi): There is a likelihood that genetically modified organisms (GMOs) will hit the market in the near future. Already, the Kenya Agricultural Research Institute (Kari) is conducting studies on potato, maize and cotton. It is true that genetically modified crops have both benefits and risks, and African governments must be extra careful about the possible perils. That is why the project being undertaken by Kenya's scientists, with help from the Global Working Group on Transgenic Organisms in Integrated Pest Management and Biological Control to formulate scientific guidelines on GMOs research, is a welcome idea. The guidelines if passed by the National Biosafety Committee - the authority mandated to deal with GMO issues – would ensure that specific research standards are met before any product is introduced into the market.

http://allafrica.com/stories/200212020743.html
​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​_______________________________________________________

ENVIRONMENTAL NEWS FROM NORTH AMERICAN MEDIA (RONA)

2 December 2002

Golden, Colo., Lab Pinpoints Ideal Sites for 'Green' Power, Daily Camera (Boulder, Colo.), 29/11:  A team of researchers from the National Renewable Energy Laboratory in Golden is trying to find out where are the best green energy sites in the developing world. Under a new project called SWERA, with $6.7 million from the Global Environment Facility, the scientists plan to create detailed maps of wind and sun resources in more than a dozen developing countries. They're hoping the work is the first step toward bringing cheap, sustainable power to poor areas. Klaus Toepfer, director of the United Nations Environment Program, praised the new program:  "Delivering cleaner and less-polluting forms of energy to poorer parts of the world is absolutely crucial for fighting poverty and helping to reduce emissions of pollutants linked with unhealthy indoor and outdoor air and global warming." (See http://www.thedailycamera.com/bdc/state_news/article/0,1713,BDC_2419_1576641,00.html)

Key To Global Warming Prediction Within Reach, Space Daily, 2/12:  The search for a Holy Grail of climate science may be nearing an end, if an MIT-led project is launched by NASA to measure soil moisture -- data needed to predict global change, assess global warming and support the Kyoto Protocol. That measurement has been missing from the array of clues -- rainfall, atmospheric chemistry, humidity and temperature -- used by scientists to predict change in the local and global climate. Using soil moisture, they can calculate evaporation -- the process that links the water, energy and carbon cycles -- giving them a better understanding of global change.  (See http://www.spacedaily.com/news/greenhouse-02n.html)

The Highest Patriotism Lies in Weaning U.S. From Fossil Fuels, Los Angeles Times Commentary by Actor Robert Redford, 2/12:  The Bush White House talks tough on military matters in the Middle East while remaining virtually silent about the long-term problem posed by U.S. dependence on fossil fuels. Failing to rein in US dependence on imported oil gives leverage to undemocratic and unstable regimes. Wasteful consumption of fossil fuels creates political liabilities overseas, air pollution at home and global warming. The benefits of switching to a mostly pollution-free economy would be considerable, and the costs of failing to do so would be steep. Prolonging our dependence on fossil fuels would guarantee homeland insecurity. If the US wants energy security, then it has to reduce its appetite for fossil fuels. (See http://www.latimes.com/news/opinion/commentary/la-oe-redford2dec02,0,6094063.story?coll=la%2Dnews%2Dcomment%2Dopinions)

Greenland Ice Core Shows Lead Pollution, Reuters, 2/12:  A new National Science Foundation study suggests the ebb and flow of North American industry since the dawn of the Industrial Age can be tracked through lead traces found in a 450-foot ice core drilled in Greenland.  The core contains a high-resolution record of how much lead settled from the atmosphere onto Greenland between 1750 and 1998. The study says the source of the lead appears to have been factories in the United States and Canada. (See http://story.news.yahoo.com/news?tmpl=story2&cid=624&ncid=753&e=10&u=/ap/20021202/ap_on_sc/ice_lead_levels)

Poaching for baby gorillas turns deadly, CNN, 30/11:  In Central Africa, the last populations of mountain gorillas are threatened by a new outbreak of poaching, possibly the mastermind of an unknown sponsor with lots of money and looking to fund a private menagerie. Since May, at least six of the rare apes have been shot and killed, alarming wildlife conservationists and prompting the expansion of anti-poaching patrols of an isolated gorilla preserve. (See http://www.cnn.com/2002/TECH/science/11/30/our.planet.mountain.gorillas/index.html)

Kyoto chilling Wall St. on Canada, Calgary Herald, 2/12:  Canada's leading investment dealers have secretly warned Prime Minister Chretien of a powerful Wall Street backlash against Canada's ratification of the Kyoto Protocol. The Investment Dealers Association of Canada (IDA) surveyed 53 senior U.S. equity analysts and portfolio managers in late October. Two-thirds warn implementing the climate-control treaty will harm the Canadian economy and cause Wall Street to rethink energy-sector investments north of the border. (See http://www.nationalpost.com/home/story.html?id={1BE4B556-8EFF-4AAD-9064-9640A7B35F9C})






*****

_________________________________________________________________________________________

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

           The following is a near-verbatim transcript of today's noon briefing by Fred Eckhard, Spokesman for the

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

           Briefing by Spokesman for Secretary-General

           **WFP in Israel

           Good afternoon.  The World Food Programme (WFP) today said it was urging the Israeli Government to

     observe humanitarian principles, following the loss of 537 metric tons of food aid after Israeli forces targeted a WFP

     warehouse in the town of Jaballia in the northern Gaza Strip on Saturday night.  The warehouse collapsed and its

     contents were destroyed after Israeli soldiers had entered the building and, after searching it, were seen placing

     dynamite in various parts of it.  The total value of the lost food is estimated at $271,000 and WFP has asked Israel to

     compensate it for the loss and to conduct a thorough investigation of the incident.

           Jean-Luc Siblot, WFP’s Country Director, said it was worrisome that WFP was not permitted to remove the

     food, which was to be distributed to more than 40,000 destitute people in the Gaza Strip.  We have a press release

     from WFP with more details.  And I have the following statement attributable to the Spokesman.

           **Secretary-General on WFP in Israel

           “The Secretary-General is extremely concerned at the demolition by the Israeli Defense Forces of the World

     Food Programme warehouse on Friday night in the northern part of the Gaza Strip.  He supports the request by WFP

     that the Government of Israel thoroughly investigate the incident.  The Secretary-General once again calls on the Israeli

     authorities to live up to their commitments and obligations to facilitate emergency humanitarian assistance in the

     occupied Palestinian territory.” 

           And we'll try to reconcile the Friday and Saturday night timing contradiction in those two items.  (It was later

     confirmed that the incident occurred on Saturday night.)

           **Secretary-General in Washington

           The Secretary-General is in Washington today, not meeting with officials, but meeting with civil society.  This

     afternoon, he is to have a private discussion with fellows at the Woodrow Wilson Center.  And then tonight he'll

     address the 100th anniversary of the Pan American Health Organization, or PAHO, and he'll highlight that

     organization’s accomplishments over the past century, which have helped increase life expectancy in the Americas

     from 50 years a century ago to 72 years today.  But he’s also to highlight the enormous backlog of health-related

     despair in the Americas, including the AIDS epidemic and violence, particularly against women and children.

           We have embargoed copies of his speech upstairs.  Also, we have a press release from PAHO, noting the

     activities being held to commemorate its centennial, which has seen the eradication of polio and smallpox in the

     Americas.

           **Iraq Inspections

           UN weapons inspections are continuing in Iraq today following a busy weekend in which the inspectors from

     the UN Monitoring, Verification and Inspection Commission (UNMOVIC) and the International Atomic Energy Agency

     (IAEA) paid surprise visits to several Iraqi sites.  Among the sites visited over the weekend were the Balad Chemical

     Defence Battalion, a previous “sensitive site” located some 90 kilometres north of Baghdad, and several facilities 40

     kilometres south of Baghdad that were known for dual-use capabilities.  The inspection teams arrived unannounced

     and were able to perform all their inspection activities without any difficulties.

           **Cameroon-Nigeria Border Commission

           In line with a communiqué issued following the Secretary General's meeting in Geneva last month with

     Presidents Olusegun Obasanjo of Nigeria and Paul Biya of Cameroon, the so-called mixed commission dealing with

     the Cameroon-Nigeria border issue is meeting for the first time.  The commission, chaired by the Secretary-General’s

     Special Representative for West Africa, Ahmedou Ould-Abdallah, held an informal session in Yaounde, Cameroon, on

     Sunday.  And then today in Yaounde, delegations from both countries are meeting in a formal session expected to

     include discussions on the programme and calendar of work.  The commission has been set up to consider ways of

     following up on the 10 October ruling by the International Court of Justice (ICJ).

           **Afghanistan

           The Special Representative of the Secretary-General for Afghanistan, Lakhdar Brahimi is in Petersberg,

     Germany for the 2002 talks on the first anniversary of the Bonn Agreement for Afghanistan.  Thirty two countries,

     including Afghanistan and the host country, Germany, were represented at the talks, during which a communiqué

     noted that, “while security concerns remain in parts of Afghanistan, there has nevertheless been considerable

     improvement in security and stability in much of the country”.  The communiqué also strongly endorsed the decision

     taken by the Transitional Administration to create an Afghan national army and achieve the disarmament,

     demobilization and reintegration of ex-combatants into civilian life.

           Lakhdar Brahimi delivered a statement on behalf of the Secretary-General, in which he noted that peace in

     Afghanistan requires, not only that the Afghans choose cooperation over die-hard habits of confrontation, but it also

     demands the same from the international community.  He says, “The intention of Afghanistan and its neighboring

     countries to sign a declaration of good neighborly relations is an especially welcome signal of this spirit of

     cooperation”.  We have copies of the communiqué, as well as of the statement.  And a transcript of a joint press

     conference by Brahimi and Afghan President Hamid Karzai is expected in the course of the afternoon.

           **Security Council

           Colombia has replaced China as the President of the Security Council for the month of December.  There are

     no consultations or meetings of the Council as a whole scheduled for today.

           The Council President, Ambassador Alfonso Valdivieso of Colombia, is holding bilateral consultations on the

     Council's program of work for December.  Ambassador Valdivieso is expected to speak to you about the program of

     work after the Council approves it tomorrow.  And then there is a meeting at 3 p.m. today of the ad-hoc working group

     on conflict prevention and resolution in Africa.

           **Timor-Leste

           A Special Panel of the Dili District Court for Serious Crimes today sentenced a juvenile to 12 months

     imprisonment following his conviction for the manslaughter of three people during the 1999 violence.  His name was

     suppressed by the court, as he was only 14 years old at the time the crimes were committed.  During the trial, the

     courts were told that the juvenile had been abducted and brutalized by the Skunar militia before the crimes were

     committed.  The Human Rights Unit of The United Nations Transitional Administration in East Timor (UNTAET) and

     Timor-Leste Social Services are planning a reconciliation meeting between the juvenile and the families of the victims,

     as part of the reintegration process following his release.  We have more details in the briefing notes from Dili.

           **FAO and WFP on Hunger in Africa

           The Food and Agriculture Organization said today that the food situation of a large number of displaced people

     in Angola is cause for a growing concern.  Following the ceasefire between the Government and UNITA, massive

     numbers of people are returning to their homes and the number of people in need of emergency food aid has increased

     from 1.42 million to 1.9 million.  FAO has launched an appeal for $12.7 million to assist the most vulnerable people in

     returning to their agricultural activities to increase the amount of food grown locally.

           The World Food Programme has started moving large amounts of food by rail from Nacala -- that's a port in

     Mozambique -- to Malawi, to speed up food aid to millions of hungry people.  WFP expects the number of hungry

     people to jump from 2.3 million to 3.3 million this month and will move an extra 10,000 tons of food a month by rail,

     bringing the monthly total of food aid delivered to 33,000 tons.

           Also on hunger in Africa, in Burundi today the World Food Programme launched an emergency appeal for food

     aid ahead of a food shortage expected this month, due to a two-month delay in rains.  WFP urgently needs 40,000

     metric tonnes of food to help feed more than 1 million Burundians until the main harvest in April of next year.  We have

     press releases on both those items.

           **WHO Rapid Outbreak Response Fund

           In Washington today, the Director-General of the World Health Organization (WHO), Gro Harlem Brundtland,

     and former United States Senator Sam Nunn, who is Co-Chairman of the Nuclear Threat Initiative, announced the

     formation of a Rapid Outbreak Response Fund.  The fund will strengthen the global response to infectious disease

     outbreaks, either from natural causes or by biological weapons.  Rapid detection, identification and response are

     essential to saving lives and controlling infectious diseases from any source and the fund will make it possible to

     mobilize international teams, materials and vaccines immediately.

           The Fund has been established with $500,000 from the Nuclear Threat Initiative and additional funds will be

     requested from traditional humanitarian donors.  We have a press release on that.

           **Secretary-General on Day for Abolition of Slavery

           The Secretary-General marked the International Day for the Abolition of Slavery with a message today in which

     he says that slavery was, in a very real sense, the first international human rights issue to come to the fore.  Human

     beings, he says, are not property, and today we should redouble our efforts so that no one shall be held in slavery or

     servitude.

           **Secretary-General on Mine Action

           A second statement issued today concerns Martin Barber, the chief of the UN Mine Action Service.  Over the

     weekend, he attended a ceremony marking the fifth anniversary of the opening for signature of the Ottawa Convention,

     which bans anti-personnel landmines.  And he delivered a statement on the Secretary-General’s behalf, welcoming the

     fact that, under the Convention, which now has 130 States parties, millions of mines have been destroyed.  We have

     both these messages upstairs.

           **Deputy Secretary-General in Finland

           Deputy Secretary-General Louise Fréchette is in Finland today, where she will attend the Helsinki Conference

     2002.  It has the theme “Searching for Global Partnerships”.  Tomorrow she will address a working session on “Values

     and Aims of Global Governance -– Perspectives for a Common Approach”.  While in Finland, she will also meet with

     President Tarja Halonen and other senior officials.

           **Press Conferences

           Tomorrow, in addition to the President of the Security Council, as I already mentioned, at 10 a.m. Stirling

     Scruggs, Director of Information and External Relations of the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA), will be joined

     by Jeffrey Sachs, the Special Advisor to the Secretary-General, to launch, "The State of the World Population 2002".

           **World Chronicle Human Rights Programme

           We've been asked to announce the World Chronicle Programme 881 featuring Asma Jahangir, the Special

     Rapporteur of the United Nations Commission on Human Rights on extrajudicial summary or arbitrary executions. 

     That will be shown today at 3:30 p.m. on in-house television channel 3 or 31.

           **UNCA Nominations

           Finally, I have a United Nations Correspondents Association (UNCA) announcement.  Nominations for

     elections to the UNCA Executive Committee are open.  Please check the UNCA bulletin board for details.  No

     nominations will be accepted after tomorrow, Tuesday, 3 December.  And we'd like to see some good nominations. 

     We depend on that Executive Committee for our relations with UNCA.  So let's see a lot of volunteers.

           That's all I have for you.  Any questions before we go to Richard?

           **Questions and Answers

           Question:  Mr. Spokesman, I have two questions on the Cyprus developments.  First, when does the

     Secretary-General expect the two sides to submit their thoughts and comments on the proposed plan?  And has the

     Secretary-General decided to call both sides to talks any time soon?

           Spokesman:  To your second question, he has not fixed any date for calling the two sides together.  On the

     first, as you know, he did ask for both sides to give him substantive comments to his proposal.  Alvaro de Soto, his

     Special Envoy, is in Ankara today.  He met with the Foreign Minister of Turkey.  And he does expect to get these

     substantive comments from both sides, perhaps as early as tomorrow.

           Question:  Mr. Denktash said yesterday the United Nations plan for the Cyprus issue must be changed before

     start of negotiations.  What are your comments?

           Spokesman:  The whole point of putting forward the plan was to get reactions from both sides so that it could

     be revised as necessary.  So as soon as we get Mr. Denktash's substantive comments on the plan, and those from

     the Greek Cypriot side, we can compare notes and decide how, if at all, we want to revise the plan.  The idea is to

     bring the two sides together to agree on a single text.

           Question:  Will the Secretary-General have enough time to complete negotiations before the Summit in

     Copenhagen?

           Spokesman:  Time is running out.  We don't have much time, but we're making every effort to meet that

     deadline.  We think it's probably the best opportunity we've had yet to resolve the Cyprus issue and we're doing

     everything we can to bring this matter to a head by the Copenhagen Summit.

           Question:  Peace talks on Burundi are apparently resuming today.  Who's attending and what are the latest

     developments?

           Spokesman:  That's a good question.  I don't have anything on that, but we can find out for you after the

     briefing and let you know then.  Okay.  Thank you.  Richard?

           Briefing by Spokesman for Assembly President

           Good afternoon.   The General Assembly plenary this morning heard 14 speakers in continuation of debate on

     the question of Palestine.  The plenary will take action on four draft resolutions on this issue tomorrow morning as the

     second item on its agenda.

           After conclusion of debate on the question of Palestine, the plenary took up the situation in the Middle East. 

     The representative of Egypt introduced two draft resolutions and 37 speakers are inscribed.  This debate is expected to

     continue this afternoon and tomorrow morning.

           The Second Committee (Economic and Financial) and the Fifth Committee (Administrative and Budgetary) are

     in informal consultations.

           And looking ahead to Wednesday morning, the plenary discusses agenda item 23 marking the end of the

     United Nations Year for Cultural Heritage.  And further in the week, Thursday is the holiday of Eid Al-Fitr, with no

     meeting of the plenary expected.  And on Friday, the General Assembly will hold a joint debate on Afghanistan.  Any

     questions?  Thank you.  Happy Monday.

· *** *    
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M O N D A Y    H I G H L I G H T S
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Annan says Israel should probe its demolition of UN food warehouse in Gaza Strip

*
UN agency calls for compensation after Israeli forces raze Gaza warehouse
*
Iraq: UN team inspects missile development site

*
UN experts conduct planned activities at suspected Iraqi weapons sites

*
UN-chaired panel on Cameroon-Nigeria Bakassi dispute holds first session

*
On anniversary of Bonn accord, UN envoy sees progress, challenges in Afghanistan

*
New UN project aims to rehabilitate housing for thousands of Afghans

*
Africa: UN agencies launch appeal for millions facing food shortages

*
UN, Nuclear Threat Initiative set up $500,000 fund to respond to disease outbreaks

*
Fréchette in Finland for conference on inclusive, equitable globalization
*
Decrying ongoing practice of slavery, Annan pledges UN support to fight it

*
On World AIDS Day, Annan calls for concerted action against HIV-related stigma

*
Senior UN officials urge strong measures to combat AIDS-related discrimination

*
Annan urges sustained fight against scourge of landmines

*
Timor-Leste court sentences juvenile for killings after UN-run ballot in 1999

*
UN envoy hails new report on policing needs in Timor-Leste

*
Attention to climate change key to managing natural disasters, Annan says

* * * *

Middle East: Secretary-General


2 December – Reacting to the weekend destruction of a United Nations food warehouse in the Gaza Strip, Secretary-General Kofi Annan today called on Israel to investigate the incident.


“The Secretary-General is extremely concerned at the demolition by the Israel Defence Forces (IDF) of the World Food Programme (WFP) warehouse,” a spokesman for Mr. Annan said in a press statement issued in New York.

According to WFP, over 500 tons of food was destroyed when the IDF entered Jaballia and blasted the agency’s warehouse, which was clearly marked and held food for tens of thousands of Palestinians suffering from the current humanitarian crisis.

Mr. Annan voiced support WFP’s request that the Israeli Government thoroughly investigate, and repeated his call on the Israeli authorities “to live up to their commitments and obligations to facilitate emergency humanitarian assistance in the occupied Palestinian territory,” the spokesman said.

* * *

Middle East: WFP

2 December – Following this weekend’s demolition of a United Nations World Food Programme (WFP) warehouse in Gaza by the Israeli Defence Forces (IDF), the agency today issued a strong appeal to the Israeli Government to compensate for the losses incurred and observe humanitarian principles.

WFP lost 537 tons of food – worth $271,000 – stored in the warehouse in Jaballia which was targeted in a military incursion on Saturday night.

“The fact that WFP was not permitted to remove the food is worrisome,” said

Jean-Luc Siblot, WFP country director. “The food, which was housed on the ground floor of a three-story building and clearly marked as WFP property, mainly comprised donations from the European Commission and Sweden and was to be distributed by the Ministry of Social Affairs to some 41,300 destitute Palestinians affected by the ongoing humanitarian crises in the Gaza Strip.”

According to WFP, the IDF surrounded the area and six tanks were parked in front of the building. After requesting residents to evacuate their homes, soldiers entered the building and conducted a search of the premises with dogs.

Despite the fact that the storage area was well marked as a WFP warehouse – with a large WFP flag and three WFP stickers on the doors – the soldiers proceeded to destroy the doors of the warehouse using tanks. The owner of the building witnessed dynamite sticks being placed in various parts of the building and at approximately midnight, several blasts were heard, followed by a large explosion from a projectile dropped from a helicopter. The building collapsed and everything left in it, including 413 tons of wheat flour, 107 tons of rice and 17 tons of vegetable oil, was destroyed.

“This act has been carried out against basic humanitarian principles,” Mr. Siblot said. “WFP is asking the Government of Israel to conduct a thorough investigation of the incident and take full responsibility for the losses incurred by the agency.”

* * *
Iraq: today’s update


2 December – United Nations experts visited one of Iraq’s principal missile development sites as weapons inspections in the country continued today.

The Waziriyah location of the Al Karama General Company, in the northern outskirts of Baghdad, “has had overall responsibility for development of the Al Samoud liquid propellant missile,” said Hiro Ueki, a spokesman for the UN Monitoring, Verification and Inspections Commission (UNMOVIC) and the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA).

In 1998, the site contained a number of pieces of equipment tagged by UNMOVIC’s predecessor, the UN Special Commission (UNSCOM), and several monitoring cameras. “None of these are currently present at the facility,” Mr. Ueki said. “It was claimed that some had been destroyed by the bombing of the site; some had been transferred to other sites.”

UNMOVIC was able to carry out the inspection tasks that had been planned at Waziriyah, which in addition to serving as the headquarters of the Al Karama Company is currently an engineering design, research and development facility. 

Meanwhile, experts from the IAEA went to three small industrial sites, including two that had never been accessed by any inspection teams before. “Access was granted immediately and inspections were completed as planned, with the cooperation of the Iraqi counterpart,” Mr. Ueki said. “The three sites proved to be dedicated to the production of alcohol.”

* * *

Iraq: weapons inspections

1 December – United Nations experts investigating Iraq’s weapons of mass destruction today conducted their fourth day of on-site inspections, a UN spokesman reported. 

On Saturday, members of the UN Monitoring, Verification and Inspection Commission (UNMOVIC) visited the Balad Chemical Defence Battalion located some 90 kilometres north of Baghdad, according to Hiro Ueki, a spokesman for UNMOVIC and the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA). 

That facility “conducts training activities in the area of chemical, biological and radiological defence for military personnel and was considered by Iraq as one of the ‘sensitive sites,’” Mr. Ueki told the press in Baghdad. 

“The inspection team arrived unannounced at the site and had immediate access,” he added, noting that experts were able to conduct all planned activities there. 

Meanwhile, an eight-person IAEA team completed two inspections at the Um Al Maarik Company, a facility which Mr. Ueki said was “known for its dual use capabilities,” and at the Al Meelad Company, where the former Al Furat centrifuge facility had been located. 

“The IAEA inspection team was able to conduct the inspection activities as it had planned and did not face any difficulty with access to the sites and locations inside,” the spokesman reported.

* * *

Bakassi peninsula

2 December – A United Nations-chaired panel on the Cameroon-Nigeria border dispute over the Bakassi Peninsula held its first formal session today in Yaoundé.

The meeting of the “mixed commission” – so named because it comprises representatives from both sides – was set to focus on establishing a programme and a calendar of work, and followed an informal working session held on Sunday. The meeting was chaired by the Secretary-General’s Special Representative for West Africa, Ahmedou Ould-Adballah.

The commission was formed in response to a ruling last October on the Bakassi dispute by the International Court of Justice (ICJ), which essentially awarded Cameroon rights to the oil-rich peninsula. Following the Court’s decision, Nigeria asserted that the judgment did not consider “fundamental facts” about the Nigerian inhabitants of the territory, whose “ancestral homes” the ICJ had adjudged to be in Cameroonian territory.

Meeting with Secretary-General Kofi Annan in Geneva last month, Presidents Olusegun Obasanjo of Nigeria and Paul Biya of Cameroon agreed to set up the commission to handle their differences, mandating it to consider all the implications of the ICJ’s decision, including the need to protect the rights of the affected populations in both countries.

* * * 

Afghanistan


2 December – Nearly one year to the day after various Afghan factions signed a milestone accord paving the way for a political transition in their war-ravaged country, a senior United Nations official today hailed the progress achieved since then while underscoring the ongoing challenge of maintaining security.


Speaking to a conference in Petersberg, Germany, the head of the UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA), Lakhdar Brahimi, said the Bonn Agreement had been “a hopeful yet uncertain beginning” marked by indeterminate prospects for success.


“In many areas, the situation is now much clearer, justifying the optimism felt at the signing of the Bonn Agreement,” Mr. Brahimi said, citing advances in the political, humanitarian and cultural realm. Since last year, the country established a transitional administration, while 3 million children went back to school – including more than 1 million girls banned from education under the Taliban regime – and 1.7 million refugees returned to their homeland.


Afghanistan’s renewal, he said, is driven by a popular desire for peace and the patient determination needed to rebuild the nation. But, he cautioned, insecurity remains the country’s “most dangerous enemy.” 


“Whether caused by the attacks of extremists, by factional rivalries, abuses of power or common banditry, insecurity and lawlessness undermine the people’s confidence in the peace process, hamper economic activities, limit reconstruction assistance [and] threaten the exercise of the most basic human rights and the main objectives of the Bonn process,” he said. 

Mr. Brahimi offered his full backing to President Hamid Karzai’s call for phasing in a national army. “Hardly any project could contribute more to rebuilding the Afghan State, to [repairing] divisions inherited from the civil war and restoring popular confidence in the Government than the creation of truly national security forces,” he said.

Pointing out that the gains achieved so far have come thanks to a collective effort involving the Afghans themselves, governments, non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and the UN, he urged those at the conference to “continue working in this spirit to achieve lasting peace and stability for the people of Afghanistan.”

The Petersburg meeting was attended by representatives of 32 countries, including Afghanistan and the host, Germany. It adopted a communiqué noting that, “while security concerns remain in parts of Afghanistan, there has nevertheless been considerable improvement in security and stability in much of the country.” The communiqué strongly endorsed the Transitional Administration’s decision to create an Afghan National Army and disarm former fighters, reintegrating them into civilian life. 

* * *

Afghanistan

1 December – The United Nations today announced the launch of a new project that aims to rehabilitate housing for thousands of families in war-ravaged Afghanistan.

Two thousand vulnerable families in Kandahar, 1,500 in Jalalabad and communities in Mazar-i-Sharif will benefit from the initiative, which is being launched by the UN Human Settlements Programme (HABITAT) and the Afghan Ministry of Urban Development and Housing, along with local municipalities.

The programme, which will run until next April, “will address the urgent needs such as income, water and shelter for returnees, internally displaced persons, widows and vulnerable groups in these cities to assist them to begin rebuilding their lives,” Manoel de Almeida e Silva, a spokesman for the UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA), told reporters in Kabul today.

Families in need will receive a $370 package to buy housing materials and pay for labour to rebuild their homes under the $2.5 million project, which is funded by the Government of Japan.

* * *

Africa

2 December – With millions of people in Africa facing food shortages in the coming months, United Nations aid agencies today appealed for an infusion of donations to help avert a hunger crisis.

The World Food Programme (WFP) launched an urgent appeal for Burundi, which it said was on the verge of an “alarming” food shortage this month. A two-month delay in rains combined with a poor harvest from the previous growing season could cause the number of people needing relief food there to double to 1.2 million from 580,000.

WFP said it urgently needs 40,000 tons of food, valued at $19 million, to help feed more than a million Burundians until the main harvest in April 2003. The agency is also trying to cope with the current influx of Congolese refugees, which has reached about 14,000 people.

“The situation has become alarming, and the international community needs to step forward urgently to help avoid a possible hunger crisis,” said Mustapha Darboe, WFP Country Director and Representative in Burundi.

Meanwhile, WFP said it has started moving large amounts of food by rail from Nacala Port in Mozambique in a bid to speed up food aid to millions of hungry people in Malawi.

With all eight locomotives up and running, the UN agency said it would be transporting an extra 10,000 tons of food each month into the country. The Nacala railway project will also speed up the flow of commercial food and other crucial goods into Malawi, where nearly one third of the population is suffering from a combination of poor harvests, chronic poverty, failed policies and an overwhelming HIV/AIDS epidemic.

In Angola, the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) said malnutrition rates remain high and the number of people in need is growing with the food situation critical for a large number of displaced people.

While the number of Angolans in need of emergency food aid has increased to 1.9 million, from 1.42 million, an estimated 4.35 million people will be at risk next year, including more than 2 million who will be highly vulnerable, the UN agency said.

For 2003, FAO has launched a $12.7 million aid appeal to help the most vulnerable people resume their agricultural activities, and is planning to continue the distribution of urgently needed quality seeds and tools. “Good quality seeds were not available within the country, so we have identified skilled farmers in nine provinces and strengthened their ability to produce quality seed. We then buy a part of their production and distribute it to other needy farmers,” said Fernanda Guerrieri, Chief of FAO’s Emergency Operations Service.
* * *

WHO


2 December – A $500,000 emergency fund to boost the global response to infectious disease outbreaks – whether naturally occurring or from the release of biological weapons – was set up jointly today by the United Nations World Health Organization (WHO) and the Nuclear Threat Initiative (NTI).
The fund, which was announced in Washington by WHO Director-General Dr. Gro Harlem Brundtland and NTI co-chair and former United States Senator Sam Nunn, will ensure that response teams can be on the ground within 24 hours of a detected outbreak anywhere across the globe. 

Stressing the vital need to contain new cases of disease in their early stages, Dr. Brundtland said the fund would enable WHO to provide medical experts and equipment to affected areas immediately.

Mr. Nunn called attention to the nexus between health and security. “Diseases don’t recognize national boundaries,” he said. “In today’s global world, it is in our own health and security interest to immediately contain an outbreak wherever it occurs.”

The new fund marks the first time that contingency resources are being made readily available to respond to international public health emergencies. Mobilizing international teams and materials such as vaccines, drugs and supplies normally required pledges of support from donors, according to WHO, which said that with limited funds available for humanitarian crises, precious time was lost before firm pledges became funding for operations.  

The agency said the new fund would ensure a more rapid response to epidemic meningitis, yellow fever outbreaks and viral haemorrhagic fevers, such as Ebola. It is considered a key element of the WHO-coordinated Global Outbreak Alert and Response Network, which operates 24 hours a day, gathering and assessing intelligence on outbreaks and rumours of disease.

* * *

Deputy Secretary-General

2 December – Increasing the participation and capacity of countries in economic, social and political decision-making is the focus of an international conference in Finland being attended by the United Nations Deputy Secretary-General, Louise Fréchette, a UN spokesman said today.
In addition to Ms. Fréchette, the Helsinki Conference 2002 has invited a number of high-ranking political decision-makers, heads of international organizations, key researchers, civil society and business representatives for a dialogue on creating a platform for partnerships interested in inclusive and equitable globalization.

The Deputy Secretary-General is slated to address a working session tomorrow on “Values and Aims of Global Governance – Perspectives for a Common Approach.”

While in Finland, Ms. Fréchette is also scheduled to meet with President Tarja Halonen and other senior officials, according to the spokesman.

* * *

Abolition of slavery

2 December – Marking the International Day for the Abolition of Slavery today, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan pledged the world body’s full support for efforts to eradicate this grave abuse of human rights. 

Mr. Annan pointed out that despite international measures to combat the practice, it is still widely prevalent “in all its insidious forms, old and new.” In addition to traditional chattel slavery, other manifestations include bonded labour, serfdom, and forced labour, including of children, women and migrants – often for the purpose of sexual exploitation. 

“The abolition of slavery in all its forms remains one of the main priorities of the United Nations,” he stressed. Recent measures include the adoption of two new Optional Protocols to the UN Convention against Transnational Organized Crime, one aimed at preventing and punishing those engaged in human trafficking and the other dealing with the smuggling of migrants.

While urging States to ratify and implement these and other human rights treaties, the Secretary-General pointed out that action to combat slavery should not be limited to judicial and law enforcement measures. “We can also contribute to the eradication of slavery by tackling the social conditions, such as poverty, which make people vulnerable to exploitation, and by empowering people to take control of their own lives,” he said.

Mr. Annan also took the occasion to appeal for donations to the UN Voluntary Trust Fund on Contemporary Forms of Slavery, which provides grants to non-governmental organizations (NGOs) helping victims. The Fund has only half of the $300,000 it needs to conduct minimum operations next year.

* * * 

World AIDS Day

1 December – The most powerful weapons against the burden of HIV-related stigma are the voices of the world’s people speaking out freely about AIDS, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan said today in a message marking World AIDS Day.

“The impact of stigma can be as detrimental as the virus itself,” Mr. Annan said, urging all to replace such shame with support, “fear with hope, silence with solidarity.”

The fear of stigma suppresses public discussion and deters people from wanting to find out whether they are infected, thereby causing them to risk transmitting the virus rather than attract suspicion, Mr. Annan said.

He also noted that some people with AIDS are denied basic rights such as food or shelter and dismissed from jobs they are fit to perform. “The fear of stigma leads to silence and when it comes to fighting AIDS, silence is death,” he said.

However, the walls of stigma and silence are already weakening as the rights of people living with HIV/AIDS are being defended in courts and leaders speaking out at the highest level about the epidemic.

“By adopting the slogan ‘Live and Let Live,’ this year’s World AIDS campaign challenges us to ensure that all people, with or without AIDS, can realize their human rights and live in dignity,” the Secretary-General said.

The President of the General Assembly, Jan Kavan of the Czech Republic, called for global action to fight the epidemic, warning that the stigma attached to HIV/AIDS and the discrimination against those suffering from the disease are still keeping many nations and communities in denial, contributing to its spread and further loss of life.

Ambassador Kavan also recalled that the General Assembly has adopted a Declaration of Commitment on HIV/AIDS which provides specific guidelines for governments to follow and act upon.

* * *

  AIDS

1 December – Marking World AIDS Day, senior United Nations officials have pledged to work in their respective areas of expertise to fight discrimination against those living with HIV.

The UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) said it would strengthen the prevention and treatment of the virus among refugee populations while calling for an end to the stigmatization of HIV/AIDS-infected refugees.

“We must combat any false notion that ‘wherever they are, refugees bring AIDS with them to local communities’ because this is simply not true,” said Assistant High Commissioner for Refugees Kamel Morjane. “Such characterization can result in discrimination – something we can never accept.” 

He added that the epidemic could drastically impact UNHCR’s work in the next decade. “If the disease keeps on spreading, particularly in certain parts of the world, there will be many more single-headed refugee families and orphans requiring care.” 

According to UNHCR, refugees are particularly at risk of HIV infection as wars and conflicts often force them to flee to areas where the virus is prevalent. They are also exposed to factors which can facilitate transmission of the virus – poverty, the disruption of social structures and health services, and increases in sexual violence. 

Meanwhile, the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, Sergio Vieira de Mello, and Paul Hunt, the UN Special Rapporteur on the right to health, marked the Day with a joint message pointing out that fear of being vilified could stop people from coming forward to learn their HIV-status and from receiving care, treatment and support. 

“Too often, these fears are grounded in the reality of the discrimination that people living with HIV/AIDS face: they are refused employment, deprived of health care services, stripped of education opportunities,” the officials said, stressing the need to stop the cycle of fear and denial. 

They also urged political leaders to speak out against stigma and combat discrimination against people living with HIV/AIDS.

* * *

Landmines

30 November – Marking the fifth anniversary of the main international treaty against landmines, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today called for greater efforts to eradicate these indiscriminate weapons.

In a message to a meeting in Ottawa commemorating the milestone, Mr. Annan hailed progress achieved so far while underscoring the urgent need for sustained action.

He noted that there are now 130 States adhering to the Convention on the Prohibition of the Use, Stockpiling, Production and Transfer of Anti-personnel Mines and on their Destruction. “Under its auspices, millions of mines have been destroyed – each one potentially saving an innocent life,” he observed.

Despite these achievements, many countries have still not joined the treaty, while others that have are facing serious difficulties in meeting their mine clearance commitments or the ban’s call for destroying stockpiles within four years, he said. “And even if every anti-personnel landmine were cleared from the planet, the need for assistance to victims would remain.” 

Pledging the UN’s strong commitment to eradicating the threat of landmines, the Secretary-General hailed those working towards this end. “I look forward to continuing our common struggle against a weapon that has no place in the civilized societies we hope to build for the 21st century,” he said in the message, which was delivered on his behalf by Martin Barber, the Chief of the UN Mine Action Service.

* * * 

Timor-Leste

2 December – A special court in Timor-Leste today sentenced a juvenile to one year in prison following his conviction last month for the manslaughter of three people during the violence that followed the 1999 popular consultation organized by the United Nations.
The 12-month sentence given to the minor, identified only as “X” because he was 14 years old at the time the crimes were committed, was the first case involving a youngster to be tried by the Special Panel of Dili District Court for Serious Crimes, according to the UN Mission of Support in East Timor (UNMISET).

During the trial, the court was told that “X” had been abducted and brutalized by the Skunar militia before the crimes were committed. The prosecution had recommended a maximum penalty of time already served, while the defence recommended that no sentence be recorded in light of the particular brutality endured by the juvenile and his young age at the time of the offence.

After credit for time served in pre-trial detention, only nine days of the one-year sentence remain to be served. The court suspended the remainder of the sentence, declaring “X” able to return home and free from the conditions of his earlier conditional release.

UNMISET’s Human Rights Unit and Timor-Leste’s Social Services are planning a reconciliation meeting between the juvenile and the families of the victims as part of the reintegration process following his release.

* * *

Timor-Leste

30 November – Timor-Leste requires added funding to boost its law enforcement operations, the senior United Nations envoy to the country said today, endorsing the findings of a new report on the country’s policing needs.

Speaking in the capital, Dili, Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s Special Representative, Kamalesh Sharma, hailed the preliminary conclusions of a just-concluded assessment mission. “I hope that all partners will take the mission assessment as a guidance for building sustainable police services in Timor-Leste, and I would like to seek your strong support to this endeavour,” he said. 

The initial report of the 11-day assessment mission, which wrapped up yesterday, recommends more extensive training, including additional human rights training, for recruits, and suggests that officers be continually informed of new legislation and regulations. The report also urges the creation of a police manual as well as a code of conduct, and cites the need for stronger community-police relations.

Mr. Sharma commended the mission for focusing on the importance of additional training, saying that “further integration of human rights into all training also needs particular attention.” He also noted the mission’s concern over inadequate equipment. “A poorly equipped and under-resourced police force cannot enjoy the confidence of the community it serves,” he said.

The UN Resident Coordinator in Timor-Leste, Sukehiro Hasegawa, agreed on the need for adequate funding, particularly after the country’s own police fully take over tasks now being carried out by the UN. 

The mission – a joint effort of the Timor-Leste Government, the UN and members of the donor community – is expected complete its final report in the coming weeks.

* * *

Climate change

30 November – Attention to climate change is key to mitigating the impact of natural disasters, which last year caused an estimated $56 billion in damages globally, United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan said in a message to a two-day meeting on flood management which opened today in Budapest.

“The reasons for enormous disasters are never one dimensional, nor even purely ‘natural,’” said Mr. Annan, placing blame on poor land use, deforestation and the destruction of wetlands. 

While calling for specific measures to address these problems, he stressed the need for “more and better prevention – multifaceted yet integrated, and proactive rather than reactive.”

The Secretary-General pointed out that experts have long been citing the link between human activities causing climate change and “a considerable increase of abnormal weather conditions, including floods and droughts.”

Calling for efforts to curb greenhouse gases, he voiced hope that the Kyoto Protocol – a treaty containing legally binding targets for limiting those emissions – would enter into force as soon as possible.

Mr. Annan pledged the UN’s support for efforts to prevent natural disasters and mitigate their impact. “Hazards will always challenge us, but it is within our power to join forces and build a world of resilient communities and nations,” he said in the message, delivered by Klaus Toepfer, the Executive Director of the UN Environment Programme (UNEP).  

 *** *



UNEP and the Executive Director in the News


� HYPERLINK  \l "Scientists" ��The Independent - Soil scientists dig deep to find fertile world under our feet�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Soils" ��The Times (London)  - UN hopes answers may lie in the soil


�� HYPERLINK  \l "Frontier" ��The Guardian (London)  - Science's last frontier lies just beneath our feet�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Boon" ��Wall Street Journal - UN Sees Soil Life As Source Of Drugs,  Booon�…


� HYPERLINK  \l "Beasts" ��IPS  - Watch those 'beasts' beneath your feet� 


� HYPERLINK  \l "Industry" ��IPS - Environment: industry lobby preventing tougher oil tanker rules� 


� HYPERLINK  \l "Prestige" ��Africa News - UNEP Speaks on Loss of Vessel, Prestige


�� HYPERLINK  \l "Rain" ��The Irish Times - The way we have changed the rain 


�� HYPERLINK  \l "Developpement" ��AP - Le gouvernement communique sur le développement durable�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Funding" ��AP - Big Funding Boost for Unep Announced By the Netherlands


�� HYPERLINK  \l "Word" ��New Scientist  -  The last word� 
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