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Reuters: G8 summit is "litmus test" for US on warming-UN
22 May 2007 13:39:33 GMT

{Also featured in Irish Times and Business Day South Africa}
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By Daniel Wallis

NAIROBI, May 22 (Reuters) - A meeting of rich nations next month in Germany will be a "litmus test" of how the United States plans to help the world fight climate change, the head of the U.N. Environment Programme (UNEP) said on Tuesday.

The United States, the world's biggest polluter, said this month it would continue to reject targets or plans to cap greenhouse gas emissions blamed for global warming that it fears could jeopardise economic growth.

Germany, which hosts leaders of the G8 industrialised countries next month, wants them to agree to halve carbon emissions by 2050, and UNEP boss Achim Steiner said no one should prejudge Washington's position as the pressure mounts.

"There is no option but to move forward, and I think that is the debate now taking place in the U.S. as a whole, but also in the U.S. administration: how to bring U.S. initiatives to the table that can help," Steiner told a news conference.

"We are just few days away from a major litmus test of that. That will be a moment we will see how the U.S. administration sees itself playing that constructive and positive role in building an international consensus."

Amid growing public concern about climate change and damning scientific reports on its effects, nations remain in gridlock in talks to widen action to brake warming beyond the end of the first period of the U.N.'s Kyoto Protocol in 2012.

President George W. Bush opposes Kyoto-style emissions caps he says will cost U.S. jobs and wrongly exclude poor nations. Some climate experts believe new talks on any Kyoto successor will have to wait until he leaves office in 2009.

But Steiner said domestic pressure was building, with a "remarkable alliance" of major corporations now asking the U.S. government to introduce emissions targets and more than 450 U.S. cities committing voluntarily to reduce emissions.

Last week, Democratic congressional leaders also urged Bush to "reverse course" and strengthen the U.S. stance on climate change ahead of the G8 summit. 

_____________________________________________________________________________

Africa News Netherlands:UNEP official urges Africa to adapt to climate change


The rapid recession of glacier on Africa's highest mountains as a result of global warming makes it imperative for the continent as a whole to take steps to adapt to climate change, a senior official of the UN Environment Programme (UNEP) warned here Tuesday.{!-- inleiding--}

Strike Mkandla, UNEP Representative to the African Union, the Economic Commission for Africa and Ethiopia, said the largest glacier on Mount Kenya has lost 92 percent of its mass and the snowcap of Mount Kilimanjaro has receded alarmingly over the last few decades.

Speaking on the International Day for Biological Diversity, observed 22 May annually, Mkandla said climate change threatened the livelihoods of pastoralists and sedentary farmers who would need assistance to adapt by improved livestock and crop genetic resources.

He urged African countries to protect the continent's remaining forests, woodlands, grasslands and wetlands, among other natural resources, in order to reduce the effects of climate change on the population and ecosystems.

"Even if all human sources of greenhouse gas emissions are stopped immediately, the impacts of climate change would continue for 50 years," Mkandla told a gathering of diplomats, Ethiopian government officials and environmentalists.

"The International Biological Diversity Day is an opportunity to promote the conservation of biological diversity and to advocate for the sustainable and equitable use of the resources of the natural environment. 

"If the threats of biodiversity loss and climate change are tackled together, the prospects for adapting successfully to the challenges of the coming decades will be very much improved," he added.

Meanwhile, Ethiopian President Girma Woldegiorgis expressed concern at the dramatic disappearance of glaciers on Mount Kilimanjaro as a result of global warming.

"The snow and glaciers of Mount Kilimanjaro act as a water tower and several rivers are drying out in the warm season due to the loss of this frozen reservoir. "If recession continues at the present rate, a large part of the glaciers on Mount Kilimanjaro could vanish in the next 15 years," said the president, calling for action at all levels to reverse climate change. 

"Climate change needs to be integrated into policy measures toward sustainable development," he added. Ethiopia's Institute of Biodiversity Conservation, in cooperation with Oxfam America, UNEP and the Centre for Development Research of the University of Bonn, Germany, organized panel discussions on the theme, 'Biodiversity and Climate Change' to celebrate the day for the first time in the country. 22 May 2007 - PANA
________________________________________________________________________

Reuters: U.N. wins pledges to plant a billion trees

22 May 2007 14:18:27 GMT
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By Daniel Wallis

NAIROBI, May 22 (Reuters) - The United Nations has received pledges to plant more than a billion trees in a drive to help fight climate change and poverty, it said on Tuesday.

Launched in November by Nobel laureate Wangari Maathai of Kenya at a major U.N. climate meeting in Kenya, the "Billion Tree" campaign aims to roll back deforestation that is a top contributor to carbon emissions blamed for global warming.

"People talk too much. We are no longer talking, we are working," Maathai told a news conference in her native Kenya.

"The challenge now is to tell the world to go dig holes and plant seedlings. I've no doubt we will achieve our goal."

The United Nations says it checks all pledges are credible to make sure they are carried out. Its Web site www.unep.org/billiontreecampaign/ said 1.01 billion trees had been pledged, but only 13.95 million planted so far.

The pledges have come from companies and countries as well as individuals.

Maathai, 66, in 2004 became the first African woman and first "green" activist to win the Nobel Peace Prize. 

The Nobel committee hailed the work of her Green Belt Movement -- which planted about 30 million trees in Africa -- as a step to help end poverty and avert conflicts over scarce natural resources.

Some 13 million hectares (32 million acres) of forest are cut down every year, mostly in Africa and South America.

The boss of the U.N. Environment Programme, Achim Steiner, said the speed the billion pledges came in was a remarkable demonstration of people's willingness to act on climate change.

"It is a billion statements by people across this planet saying time has run out for debating about whether to do something," Steiner told reporters.

Ethiopia on Tuesday said it planned to plant 60 million trees this year at a cost of $8.1 million as part of its millennium celebration. Ethiopia will celebrate its millennium on Sept. 11, owing to its adherence to the Gregorian calendar.

Forest cover in the Horn of Africa country stands at around 4 percent at the last estimate taken in 2000, down from 35 percent in the early 20th century. (Additional reporting by Tsegaye Tadesse in Addis Ababa) 

________________________________________________________________________

Daily Nation Kenya: Maathai wants a billion trees to be planted

Story by NATION Correspondent

Publication Date: 2007/05/23

President Kibaki and other African leaders should spearhead a campaign geared towards planting a billion trees globally.

Kenya and other African countries were the most vulnerable regions to the effects of climate change due to its low forest cover, Nobel laureate Wangari Maathai said yesterday.

Changes in rainfall patterns and extreme weather events are likely to diminish crop yields in most countries.

Prof Maathai urged the leaders to raise awareness on climate change and avoid deforestation in their respective countries.

Fulfil pledge

She said: “In Kenya for example, if the Government directs every farmer to plant 25 trees in every acre of land, our forest cover would increase from the current 1.7 per cent to 10 per cent which is the globally accepted minimum.”

Speaking during a news conference at the United Nations Environment Programme (Unep) headquarters in Nairobi, Prof Maathai said the initiative to plant a billion trees was likely to be met if all the pledges were fulfilled. 

The campaign, launched five months ago by the Green Belt Movement and the World Agroforestry Centre (Icraf), surpassed its initial goal seven months ahead of its original target after Senegal pledged to plant 20 million trees.

Prof Maathai said Kenya had pledged to plant 17.5 million trees through collaboration efforts by local communities, corporate organisations, the city council, schools and scouts groups, among others.

Unep executive director Achim Steiner and Icraf director-general Dennis Garrity attended the Press conference.

Billion people

Mr Steiner said he was impressed by the international enthusiasm for the campaign.

“This campaign should empower governments globally to address climate change in a bid to mobilise individuals, communities and nations en masse to counter the rise and harmful effects of greenhouse gases,” he said.

Mr Garrity noted: “It will take nearly 15 years to add another one billion to the human population... however, it is instructive to note that the Billion Tree Campaign has established an extra one billion trees to benefit that billion people in a little over 15 weeks.”

The campaign was announced on November 8 at the United Nations Convention on Climate Change conference and initiated in January this year.

________________________________________________________________________

Gulf Daily News:More than 150 species are becoming extinct every day 

BIODIVERSITY is under serious threat, with more than 150 species lost daily and between 18,000 and 55,000 becoming extinct each year, say world experts.

Biodiversity is the foundation of life on earth and one of the pillars of sustainable development.

However, it is being lost at an unprecedented rate, warned United Nations (UN) secretary-general Ban Ki-moon, on the occasion of International Day for Biological Diversity yesterday.

He said it was for this reason that world leaders had agreed to achieve, by 2010, a significant reduction in the rate of loss of biodiversity and this was now fully integrated into the framework of the Millennium Development Goals.

This message was delivered by UN Information Centre (UNIC) director Nejib Friji at a UN Environment Programme (Unep) seminar held at Bahrain Society of Engineers in Juffair yesterday.

This year, International Day for Biological Diversity focused on the theme - Biodiversity and Climate Change.

"As the world also focuses on climate change, the link between climate change and biodiversity is also being articulated," said the statement.

"The global response to these challenges needs to move much more rapidly, and with more determination at all levels - global, national and local.

"For the sake of current and future generations, we must achieve the goals of these landmark instruments."

The seminar was also addressed by Public Commission for the Protection of Marine Resources, Environment and Wildlife vice-president Professor Dr Ismail Al Madani and Unep regional office for West Asia director and regional representative Dr Habib El Habr.

"We are trying to stress that climate change is a major constraint to biodiversity and the adaptation of biodiversity is under threat with the changing of temperature," Dr El Habr told the GDN on the sidelines of the event.

"Every day up to 150 species disappear and if it continues, it will be a threat to mankind.

"There has recently been a global rise in the sea level by 10cm, so this will have an impact on small island states and the shoreline that's been developed.

"We need to raise awareness of climate change. It is happening as a result of man-made development and we must think very seriously about offsetting our carbon footprint."

Dr El Habr said everyone could help to halt climate change by reducing carbon emissions and one way was by planting trees.

Less than a year ago, Unep launched a major worldwide tree planting campaign, dubbed Plant for the Planet: Billion Tree Campaign, which has already received more than a billion pledges, he said.

"The campaign is continuing and people can register if they have planted a tree by going to www.unep.org, where they can also offset their carbon footprint," added Dr El Habr. 

________________________________________________________________________

Courrier du Vietnam Azerbaïdjan : cinq pays se réuniront pour la protection de la mer Caspienne

La conférence inaugurale sur la Convention-cadre pour la protection du milieu marin de la mer Caspienne, le premier accord juridiquement contraignant jamais adopté par les 5 pays qui l'entourent, aura lieu à Abkou en Azerbaïdjan du 23 au 25 mai, a annoncé le Programme des Nations unies pour l'environnement (PNUE).

Aux termes de cette convention, entrée en vigueur au mois d'août, l'Azerbaïdjan, l'Iran, le Kazakhstan, la Russie et le Turkménistan vont collaborer pour contrer la crise environnementale dans la zone causée par la destruction de l'habitat, la pollution industrielle et la surexploitation des ressources naturelles, en particulier des poissons.

La conférence de Bakou avancera dans la rédaction de 4 protocoles à la convention qui définiront les obligations spécifiques et détaillées relativement à la conservation de la biodiversité, l'évaluation des conséquences environnementales des activités humaines et les accidents de pollution liée notamment au pétrole.

Le but de cette conférence est de permettre une adoption de ces textes avant la prochaine conférence qui aura lieu en 2008 en Iran. Une proposition de ce pays sur un protocole concernant la pêche et l'adoption d'un programme d'un an sera également étudiée.

La mer Caspienne, légèrement salée et d'une superficie de 370.886 km², est la plus grande des masses d'eau enclavée du monde. Nourrie par quelques 130 rivières, en particulier à 75% par la Volga, elle offre un immense potentiel pour l'écotourisme et pour une pêche et une agriculture durables.

Toutefois, elle est polluée par les émissions industrielles, les déchets radioactifs, toxiques et agricoles, les eaux usées et les fuites de pétrole des nombreux pipelines qui la traversent.

====================================================================
Other Environment News

____________________________________________________________________________

The Independent:Early arrival of butterflies demonstrates impact of climate change 

By Michael McCarthy, Environment Editor 

Published: 22 May 2007 

Britain's astounding April, the warmest on record, has produced an astounding effect in the natural world, with at least 11 species of butterfly making their earliest recorded appearances this spring in what will be seen as the most remarkable demonstration yet of the effects of climate change on Britain's wildlife. 

For several years biologists have been watching warming temperatures affect living organisms, with leaves opening, birds nesting and insects emerging earlier. But what has happened in 2007 with butterflies has been quite exceptional.

Of our 59 resident and regular migrant species, 37 have now appeared, and of these, all except one (the orange tip) have emerged earlier than they would have done a decade ago, according to the wildlife charity Butterfly Conservation.

More remarkably still, 11 of them have broken all records for early emergence, some by scarcely-believable margins.

The Lulworth skipper, which normally appears in the third week of June, was recorded in its Dorset downland habitat near Weymouth on 28 April, seven weeks early, while the speckled wood, normally out and about at the end of March, was seen in Cornwall on 16 January, also seven weeks ahead of its record. The green hairstreak, the chalkhill blue and the wall brown were all recorded six weeks earlier than ever before.

Other record-breakers were the large skipper (a month earlier than ever), the small blue (also a month), the meadow brown (a month), the Adonis blue (three weeks), the brown argus (a fortnight) and the holly blue (also a fortnight). On average, these butterflies all emerged more than four-and-a-half weeks before they would have done during the mid-1990s, according to Butterfly Conservation's records.

"We have been monitoring Britain's butterfly populations for decades, but we have never seen anything like this," said Martin Warren, the charity's chief executive. "It's quite extraordinary. I myself saw the Lulworth skipper on 28 April. My wife called my attention to it and I photographed it, but I could scarcely believe it."

Butterfly Conservation's experts are confident that only global warming can explain the changes. "Butterfly data, collected by hundreds of UK recorders, definitely points to climate change," Mr Warren said. "Species are not only emerging early, but several species are extending their geographic range northwards. The small skipper, the comma and the holly blue butterflies have all crossed the border into Scotland in the past few years, very probably as a result of the changing climate."

There is a possible 12th species that may have broken its record: the large white, usually appearing in early April, but seen on 19 January. However, it is possible that this insect may have been bred in captivity.

Many people saw butterflies on the very warm days experienced in January, especially the red admiral, the peacock, the small tortoiseshell and the comma. But although this is not usual, they are all related species who share the survival strategy of overwintering as adults - compared with some species which overwinter as eggs or chrysalises - so a very warm day in January can simply wake them up.

With the 11 species which have broken early-emergence records, their whole life cycle has been speeded up dramatically.

April 2007 was the culminating month of the hottest 12 months, taken together, ever recorded in Britain, with a provisional mean temperature of 10.4C. April itself was the hottest April since records began in 1659, and it followed the second-warmest winter since records began in the UK, and the warmest-ever autumn.

Spring, at least in southern Britain, has in effect been a full month early this year, and many wild flowers, such as foxgloves, are also appearing far in advance of normal. The early season has created severe problems for exhibitors at the Chelsea Flower Show, which opened yesterday, as flowers have been coming into bloom far ahead of the show dates, and have had to be held back artificially. 

________________________________________________________________________

The Guardian:CO2 emissions rise outpaces worst-case scenario 

Hilary Osborne
Tuesday May 22, 2007

Worldwide CO2 emissions rose at a faster rate in 2000-2004 than the worst-case scenario imagined in this year's UN reports on climate, according to new research. 

The rise over the first four years of this century is also greater than in the 1990s - 3.1% a year between 2000-2004, up from an average of 1.1% a year during the 1990s. 

This is faster than scenarios developed by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), suggesting even its most alarming predictions of the effects of climate change may not tell the whole story. 

In a paper published in the journal Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, scientists said the accelerating growth rate was largely due to the increasing energy intensity of economic activity, with growing populations and economies also having an impact. 

The research noted a reversal of the trend towards greater energy efficiency and lower carbon working seen in the 1990s.

"The trends relating energy to economic growth are definitely headed in the wrong direction," said Chris Field, one of the authors of the report and director of the Carnegie Institution's Department of Global Ecology. 

"Despite the scientific consensus that carbon emissions are affecting the world's climate, we are not seeing evidence of progress in managing those emissions in either the developed or developing countries. In many parts of the world, we are going backwards." 

The American, British, Australian and French scientists behind the study found that the acceleration of carbon dioxide emissions was greatest in the rapidly expanding economies of developing countries, particularly China.

In 2004, 73% of the growth in global emissions came from developing economies, which comprise 80% of the world's population. However, when the scientists looked at total emissions for the year, they found developed countries, including the former Soviet Union, contributed about 60%. 

These same countries have been responsible for 77% of CO2 emissions since the start of the industrial revolution, the report said. 

Dr Field said that in order to manage emissions while growing their economies, countries would have to look for ways to reduce the energy intensity of their industries and the carbon intensity of their energy supplies. 

"Solving the first part of the puzzle requires shifting more of the economy toward activities like service industries and information technology, where emissions can be lower, as well as emphasising energy efficiency," he said. 

"Solving the second requires deploying new sources of non-emitting energy like wind, solar, and nuclear power."

In three papers this year, scientists on the IPCC have outlined the main causes of climate change, laying most of the blame at the door of humans. They warned that failure to tackle emissions could have devastating effects on many areas of the world.

In the first report, published in February, the IPCC warned there would be a 0.2C rise in temperatures every decade even if emissions stayed at 2000 levels.

_____________________________________________________________________________

Reuters:Public Opinion Could Swing G8 Climate Success - Expert 
GERMANY: May 23, 2007

BERLIN - A groundswell of public support for measures to combat climate change could bolster German Chancellor Angela Merkel's hopes of getting a deal to fight the problem at next month's Group of Eight summit, an expert said. 

Resistance from the United States appears to be hindering Merkel's push to get her colleagues in the group of industrialised nations to agree ambitious targets when they meet at a summit in Heiligendamm in northern Germany on June 6-8. 
The head of the Geneva-based Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change told reporters on Tuesday he was optimistic that Merkel, a former environment minister, could negotiate a deal to reduce the greenhouse gases blamed for global warming. "I am optimistic and one has to be optimistic," said IPCC head Rajendra Pachuari after taking part in a Berlin-based event to discuss development in Africa. 

Pachuari, whose organisation recently released a report saying carbon dioxide emissions should be halved by 2050, said data showed the media and public were taking an interest in the issue, even if their leaders were not. 

"If the public is concerned about something, then the leadership of these countries can't possibly remain immune to that kind of thinking," Pachuari said in response to a question about whether progress might be made in Heiligendamm. "I will be optimistic but who knows." 

US President George W. Bush, leader of the world's largest carbon emitter, told Reuters on Monday he hoped the G8 would be able to reach an agreement on some basic principles on how to confront the issue at the summit. 

Germany wants G8 countries -- Britain, France, Germany, Canada, the United States, Japan, Italy and Russia -- to commit to halving climate-warming carbon emissions by 2050, back carbon trading and adopt firm targets on energy efficiency. 

Washington wants all binding commitments on climate change proposed by Germany in a draft G8 communique seen by Reuters to be removed. 

Pachuari stressed it was likely to be the world's poor and needy who would suffer the most from climate change. He added that developing countries should help each other to build the water tanks and irrigation systems needed in a warmer globe. 

"Water scarcity and the problem of infrastructure will be compounded by the impact of climate change and it will be felt by the poorest and weakest on the (African) continent." 


Story by Tom Armitage

_____________________________________________________________________________

Reuters:Climate Change to Spur Allergies, Ticks, Malaria - UN 
SWITZERLAND: May 23, 2007

GENEVA - Climate change could extend the pollen season and encourage more disease-carrying ticks in northern Europe, and allow mosquitoes to thrive in new areas of Africa and Asia, public health officials said this week. 

Experts at the World Health Organisation's (WHO) annual assembly in Geneva said global warming had already begun to impact on patterns of water-borne and parasitic illness in areas vulnerable to droughts and floods. 
Respiratory and heart problems may become more marked following heat waves and increased particulate matter such as dust in the air, said Bettina Menne of the WHO's European division. She noted allergy-causing pollen could be released earlier and last longer with warmer temperatures. 

She cited the movement of ticks, small mites that can spread lyme disease, into northern Europe as an example of new health challenges that will accompany the continual heating-up of the Earth, a phenomenon scientists have linked to human activity. 

"Climate change has already affected human health," she told a WHO technical meeting on Monday evening. 

Outbreaks of cholera and malaria in the developing world were a result of environmental shifts affecting parasites and water sources, she said. 

South Asia was described in the session as particularly at risk because of its flood-prone low-lying countries such as Bangladesh, melting Himalayan glaciers, desert areas and large coastal cities, where climate change could facilitate disease transmission and exacerbate malnutrition pressures. 

Maria Neira, the WHO's director for public health and the environment, said it was critical for policy-makers to remember that climate change would have a broader impact than often-discussed environmental and economic threats. 

Health experts should be more involved in decision-making on energy use and conservation, and should impress upon political leaders the need for more emergency preparedness in health, such as the fast distribution of malaria nets and drugs, Neira said. 

"The health community, more and more, needs to influence and be present when those decisions are taken," she said. 


Story by Laura MacInni

_____________________________________________________________________________
Antara:US religious leaders urge action on global warming

Washington (ANTARA News) - Christian, Jewish and Muslim leaders are urging President George W. Bush and Congress to take action against global warming, declaring that the changing climate is a "moral and spiritual issue."

In an open letter to be published on Tuesday, more than 20 religious groups urged U.S. leaders to limit greenhouse gas emissions and invest in renewable energy sources.

"Global warming is real, it is human-induced and we have the responsibility to act," says the letter, which will run in Roll Call and the Politico, two Capitol Hill newspapers.

"We are mobilizing a religious force that will persuade our legislators to take immediate action to curb greenhouse gases," it says.

The letter is signed by top officials of the National Council of Churches, the Islamic Society of North America and the political arm of the Reform branch of Judaism.

Top officials from several mainline Christian denominations, including the Episcopal Church, United Methodist Church, Presbyterian Church, African Methodist Episcopal Church and Alliance of Baptists also signed the letter, along with leaders of regional organizations and individual churches.

Rev. Joel Hunter, a board member of the National Association of Evangelicals, also signed the letter, though that group has not officially taken a stance on global warming due to opposition from some of its more conservative members, Reuters reported.

_____________________________________________________________________________

Inter Press Service:"We've Never Seen What We're Seeing Now"
Haider Rizvi

UNITED NATIONS, May 22 (IPS) - One night about four years ago, Lakhan Bibi's grandfather told her that things in their land were going to change. "How come?" she asked. "Look up to the sky," he said. "You see the moon? It is no longer where it used to be."

To many, it may sound superstitious. But Bibi, a former commercial airline pilot and young leader of the indigenous Kailashi people of the Hindu Kush mountains, has no reason to doubt her grandfather's wisdom. "He was right," she said. "Since that moment things have changed." 

"We had never seen before what are seeing now. Our herds are running away. Our homes are getting buried in huge glaciers," Bibi told IPS at a news conference Tuesday called by the U.N. to highlight the significance of the International Day of Biodiversity on May 22. 

Wearing a colourful Kailashi dress, Bibi said that with faster melting of the glaciers, her people are increasingly worried about the future of their livelihoods and traditional lifestyle, which has been based on a self-sustained economy for hundreds of years. 

The lush green Kailash valley is located in northern Pakistan, home to some of the world's highest mountains, ranging from 3,000 to 8,000 metres in altitude. The natives live there in close proximity to nature, with crystal lakes and dense forests. 

Bibi, a delegate to the sixth annual meeting of the U.N. Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, said she feared many of her people might be forced to leave their homes if the world community did not take urgent and practical measures to mitigate the impact of climate change. 

As a result of glaciers melting and collapsing, many native people have been killed and wounded in the past few years. "That had never happened before because they knew when it was going to happen," she said. "But not anymore. The glaciers are falling very frequently. It was different in the past." 

U.N. experts on the science of biodiversity say concerns about the changing patterns of the natural environment are all too real, and high-altitude areas in various parts of the world are being particularly affected by the rising temperatures caused by climate change. 

"An important common feature and characteristic of high altitude areas is that they provide low-lying communities with a vital source of fresh water," according to a U.N. draft paper on indigenous communities' vulnerability to climate change. Mountain glaciers are important for water levels in lower lakes and rivers, and comprise a vital part of many communities' subsistence and economy. Recent research suggests that faster melting of glaciers may be the "most serious" impact of climate change. 

According to the U.N. draft paper, which is based on numerous studies, climate change is already having adverse impacts, with new weather conditions posing "severe difficulties for many indigenous communities." 

Bibi said her people are losing the crops and animals on which they completely depend for survival. 

But the natives of her mountains, as well as in the Himalayas and Andes, are not the only ones who are bearing the brunt of the greenhouse gas emissions fueling global warming. Experts say those living in the snow-covered Arctic region and small islands across the world are equally threatened. 

According to researchers, in the Andes of Latin America and the Mount Kilimanjaro in Africa, the retreat of glaciers is accelerating. In February, National Geographic magazine reported that some glaciers in the Andes are melting 10 times faster than they did 20 years ago. 

Indigenous leaders point out that their communities are least responsible for the industrialisation triggering climate change, yet they are the ones who are hardest hit, not only forced to abandon their lands, but also the knowledge about those lands. 

"It is time to stop the senseless exploitation of the Earth's natural resources," said Victoria Tauli-Corpuz, a native of the Philippines and president of the U.N. Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, which brought more than 1,000 activists here last week. 

Scientists working with the U.N. now fully acknowledge that traditional knowledge about plant and animal species is key to their understanding of how to conserve natural resources and protect species that are vital for the survival life on Earth. 

"The link between biodiversity and traditional knowledge is evident," said Ahmed Djoghlaf, executive secretary of the U.N. Convention on Biological Diversity, who says he views the Earth as a "spiritual mother who not only gives life and therefore food, but also provides the cultural and spiritual identity of its occupants." 

Believing that indigenous peoples' dependence on the sustainable management and use of biological sources "can protect and enhance" biodiversity, he adds: "Their cultures and cosmo-visions are therefore essential in the global effort to halt biodiversity loss and natural habitat destruction." 

The biodiversity treaty, which has been signed or ratified by 190 countries, not only recognises the significance of traditional knowledge, but also asserts the need to "respect" and maintain indigenous innovations. 

Though appreciative of the objectives laid out in the treaty, indigenous leaders are upset that the U.N. General Assembly has failed to recognise their right to exercise full control over their traditional lands and resources. 

"Although in recent decades some progress has been made in the area of legal recognition of indigenous peoples' right to the protection of their lands, territories, and natural resources," notes Tauli-Corpuz, "in practical terms, this recognition has not translated into reality." 

Threats to indigenous peoples' lands and territories, according to Tauli-Corpuz, include mineral extraction, logging, toxic contamination, privatisation, and development projects, as well as the use of genetically modified seeds and technology. 

When the U.N. General Assembly met last September, many had high hopes that the body would unanimously endorse the draft declaration on the universal rights of the world's indigenous peoples, but that did not happen. 

Though already approved by the U.N. Human Rights Council, the United States, Canada, Australia and some other nations refused to accept the text because it included a clause calling for the recognition of indigenous peoples' right to self-determination. 

Indigenous leaders say unless the world body recognises their peoples' right to self-determination, international efforts to reverse the loss of biodiversity and overcome the challenges of climate change will remain futile because their resources will continue to be exploited by private corporations. 

"On the one hand, they recognise our traditional knowledge as part of the solution," Arthur Manuel of the Canada-based Indigenous Network on Economics and Trade told IPS. "But how can we share our knowledge without exercising our right to control our traditional lands and resources?" (END/2007)
________________________________________________________________________
Le monde :Les associations environnementales sont satisfaites de la réunion de l'Elysée
LE MONDE | 22.05.07 | 15h25  •  Mis à jour le 22.05.07 | 15h25 
Pour Allain Bougrain-Dubourg, président de la Ligue pour la protection des oiseaux (LPO), la rencontre qui s'est tenue à l'Elysée, lundi 21 mai, marque un tournant. "C'est une étape historique, a-t-il déclaré à l'issue de la réunion entre Nicolas Sarkozy, le ministre de l'écologie Alain Juppé, et une dizaine d'ONG écologistes. Pour la première fois, on a pu parler de biodiversité sans qu'on nous traite d'intégristes." "Ils nous ont regardé sans préjugés. L'écologie est sortie de son ghetto", a renchéri Nicolas Hulot, tandis que Yannick Jadot, directeur des campagnes de Greenpeace, relevait les "signes d'ouverture" donnés par le gouvernement.

L'atmosphère était comparable l'après-midi, lors de la rencontre entre M. Juppé - auprès duquel était resté M. Hulot - et les scientifiques et experts de l'environnement. "Les débats ont surtout porté sur le changement climatique et la biodiversité, ainsi que sur les problèmes d'expertise, relate le climatologue Jean Jouzel. On ressent une véritable ouverture et une vraie motivation." Le spécialiste de la biodiversité Yvon Le Maho a été frappé par la tenue du débat. "Par la seule présence d'Edgar Morin, il a pris une tournure humaniste, et a porté sur une approche globale, raconte le chercheur. L'expertise et la façon pour les politiques de faire le tri entre des théories différentes a été au coeur de la discussion."
AUCUNE PISTE POUR L'INSTANT SUR LE CONTENU 
Le gouvernement a donné l'assurance que le "Grenelle de l'environnement" prévu à l'automne serait une véritable négociation. "L'époque des colloques est derrière nous, a déclaré M. Sarkozy. Le temps est à l'action." Plusieurs axes ont été définis : la lutte contre le réchauffement climatique, la protection de la biodiversité et des ressources naturelles, la santé et l'environnement, l'aménagement rural et la politique agricole, et la réforme de la gouvernance écologique (dont la réforme de la comptabilité nationale). " Je souhaite que la discussion soit franche et aboutisse à des décisions ambitieuses qui ne se résument pas au plus petit dénominateur commun", a affirmé M. Sarkozy. Les mesures seront décidées sur cinq ans, et une évaluation annuelle aura lieu.

Aucune piste n'a été esquissée pour l'instant sur le contenu des négociations. Un nouveau rendez-vous de travail doit avoir lieu à la mi-juillet. Même si M. Sarkozy ne veut "aucun sujet tabou", le nucléaire sera un thème d'affrontement. M. Juppé a affirmé que le gouvernement ne reviendrait pas sur le lancement du réacteur EPR, décidé avant l'élection présidentielle. Il s'est dit favorable "au nucléaire, mais certainement pas au tout nucléaire". "Les énergies renouvelables monteront en puissance, et l'efficacité énergétique, par exemple dans la construction, est un gisement considérable d'économies", a déclaré le ministre.

"Je ne me fais pas d'illusions, il y aura des sujets difficiles, a lancé M. Juppé, en parlant de l'agriculture. Ce n'est pas parce que l'ambiance était très sympathique et chaleureuse ce matin que chacun n'a pas ses positions." Le Parti socialiste a, de son côté, condamné une politique "d'affichage".

_____________________________________________________________________________
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THE Cabinet has suspended the proposed giveaway of part of Mabira forest to the Mehta Group until the Ministry of Lands formulates a land use policy to spell out the utilisation of such land.

Minister of Water and Environment Maria Mutagamba said yesterday a special cabinet committee headed by Minister of Trade and Industry Janat Mukwaya is also studying the status of Uganda's sugar production to ascertain the country's sugar demand.

"Whatever will come out of these two reports will determine the way forward as far as Mabira Forest is concerned. We are still waiting," Ms Mutagamba said. She said the study would help the government to know the size of the sugar industry, and the local and foreign demand in order to put in place appropriate measures.

The planned giveaway of part of the forest sparked local and international protest. The protests culminated into a bloody riot in Kampala on April 12 that claimed five lives.

Ms Mutagamba told the Ecumenical Water Network conference in Entebbe yesterday that a clear policy is needed to guide the government in pursuing industrialisation.

The conference is a gathering of religious leaders working to conserve the environment in Africa. It is organised by the Joint Christian Council and Acode, an NGO.

Over 15 African and European countries are represented.

"Today we are handling the Mehta Group, tomorrow it will be someone else. That is why we want a policy that will guide us for the next 50 years and beyond," Ms Mutagamba said.

She, however, said since the construction of Bujagali power project is starting soon, the Kalagala power project that is within the Mabira catchment area has been called off.

She criticised western governments and civil rights groups for preaching to developing countries ideas they [developed] countries don't practice.

"Which developed country has relied on biogas or windmills to industrialise. They talk about tourism in Africa but statistics show that this continent shares only eight percent of the world's tourists. Can these nations compensate the loss we are likely to face if we don't industrialise?" she wondered.

She said the cost of one unit of electricity in Europe is about $4 (Shs7,000) but when citizens of those countries come to Africa they pay less than a dollar per unit.

"One airport in Washington is located in the center of a forest. Fifty acres of forestland were destroyed to construct this airport. But here we are hearing different messages about forest conservation from these capitals," Ms Mutagamba said as delegates from Norway, Sweden and Switzerland looked on.

On the escalating pollution of Lake Victoria, the minister said her ministry through Nema would carry out an environment impact assessment to find out industries and settlements along the lake that have no proper waste disposal system.

"We shall order them to construct proper waste disposal facilities or close them down," she said.

Earlier, Bishop Geoff Davies from South Africa said developing countries should be wary of World Bank funded power projects that are forced down their throats ending up not benefiting them but indebting them.

"The waterfalls, forests and other natural resources should be guarded. The capital intensive projects that are being introduced at the expense of natural resources are only benefiting the engineers and the funders of these projects," he said.

Dr Jessy Mugambi from Kenya said less developed countries should plant trees as a sustainable mitigation measure against climate change that is here to stay.
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Ban Ki-moon deplores deadly violence at refugee camp in Lebanon

22 May 
Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon led mounting United Nations concern today about the continuing deadly clashes between the Lebanese army and Fatah el-Islam gunmen at a Palestinian refugee camp in northern Lebanon, urging all sides to avoid more bloodshed.

Mr. Ban “deplores the criminal attacks carried out over the past several days against the Lebanese army and security forces” and considers them an assault on Lebanon’s stability and sovereignty, his spokesperson said in a statement.
The statement added the Secretary-General also condemns the attack today against a six-vehicle convoy from the UN Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA) that was trying to deliver humanitarian supplies to the camp, Nahr el-Bared.

The convoy had reached the perimeter of the camp – home to about 31,000 Palestinians – when it was hit by shells, causing heavy damage to three vehicles and destroying water towers and bladders, milk, bread and medical supplies.

Mr. Ban “calls for the immediate establishment of safe corridors to allow medical staff to assist and evacuate those in need,” the statement said. “He is deeply saddened by the civilian casualties that have resulted and he appeals to all concerned to do their utmost to avoid further bloodshed.”
Mr. Ban’s call was echoed by UNRWA’s Director in Lebanon Richard Cook, who voiced deep concern about the worsening humanitarian situation inside Nahr el-Bared, where media reports say dozens of civilians have been killed since fighting between the Lebanese army and Fatah el-Islam members erupted on Sunday.

Mr. Cook said UNRWA is trying to provide essential care, food and water to camp residents and to evacuate the dead and the injured, working in close cooperation with the 
Lebanese army, the Lebanese Red Cross, UN agencies and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs).

Under regular conditions UNRWA provides basic services to Nahr el-Bared, including primary health care at a camp clinic where UN doctors examine 500 patients a day normally.

In the statement from his spokesperson, Mr. Ban also strongly condemned the terrorist bombing that took place last night in the Verdun district of the Lebanese capital, Beirut. Media reports say 10 people were injured in the blast and several apartments and cars were badly damaged.

The Secretary-General said he is monitoring the situation carefully and remains in close contact with Lebanese Prime Minister Fouad Siniora and other regional leaders.
Secretary-General dispatches Middle East envoy amid rising concern

22 May –

 Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon is dispatching his new Middle East envoy Michael Williams to the region for consultations after a week of deadly violence involving intra-Palestinian clashes, Israeli military operations and Palestinian rocket attacks.

Mr. Williams is currently en route to the Middle East and is expected to start holding meetings on Thursday with senior Israeli and Palestinian officials, UN spokesperson Michele Montas told journalists today.
Mr. Williams is then scheduled to travel to the Egyptian capital, Cairo, for further consultations.

Yesterday Mr. Ban’s spokesperson issued a statement voicing hope that the ceasefire reached among the Palestinian factions will hold after a week of deadly clashes in the Gaza Strip.

The statement also expressed deep concern that Palestinian militants continue to fire rockets targeting Israeli civilians, and, while recognizing Israel’s right to defend itself, that Israeli military operations in Gaza have led to a mounting number of civilian casualties.
Last week Mr. Ban announced that Mr. Williams had been appointed as the UN Special Coordinator for the Middle East

Peace Process, as well as the Secretary-General’s Personal Representative to the Palestine Liberation Organization and the Palestinian Authority and his Envoy to the Quartet, the international diplomatic grouping on the Middle East.

Michael Williams

International Criminal Court opens probe into Central African Republic

22 May 
Acting on a referral by the Government of the Central African Republic (CAR), the Prosecutor of the International Criminal Court (ICC) today announced an investigation into alleged crimes – especially widespread rape – committed there in 2002 and 2003, and voiced support for efforts by the United Nations to achieve a comprehensive solution to ongoing instability in the country.
“My Office has carefully reviewed information from a range of sources. We believe that grave crimes falling within the jurisdiction of the Court were committed in the Central Afr

We will conduct our own independent investigation, gather evidence, and prosecute the individuals who are most responsible.”

When the violence peaked during an armed conflict between the government and rebel forces in 2002 and 2003, civilians were killed and raped and homes and stores were looted, the ICC said, citing a preliminary analysis of alleged crimes.

The conflict was characterized by widespread use of rape, and the investigation marks the first time the Prosecutor is examining a situation where allegations of sexual crimes far outnumber alleged killings. “The information we have now suggests that the rape of civilians was committed in numbers that cannot be ignored under international law,” said 
Mr. Moreno-Ocampo.

At least 600 rape victims were identified in period of 5 months, said the Court, while cautioning that the real numbers are likely higher as sexual violence is customarily underreported.

Credible reports indicate that rape has been committed against civilians, including women, young girls and men. There were often aggravating aspects of cruelty such as rapes committed by multiple perpetrators, in front of third persons, with relatives sometimes forced to participate, the ICC said.
Many victims suffered social stigmatization and a number of them were infected with the HIV virus.

“These victims are calling for justice,” Mr. Moreno-Ocampo said.

The CAR’s highest judicial body, the Cour de Cassation, said the national justice system was unable to carry out the complex proceedings necessary to investigate and prosecute the alleged crimes. Under the Rome Statute that created the ICC and to which CAR is a party – the Court intervenes only when national judicial authorities are unable or unwilling to conduct genuine proceedings.

Even while investigating crimes allegedly committed in 2002 and 2003, the Prosecutor said he will continue to monitor the current situation in the CAR, citing what the Court termed “worrying reports of violence and crimes being committed in the northern areas of the country bordering Chad and Sudan.”

The impact of the conflict in the war-torn Sudanese region of Darfur is widely feared to be spilling over and causing instability in neighbouring States.

The launch of this criminal investigation occurs in the context of insecurity and deteriorating humanitarian conditions in the country, in particular for displaced persons and children,” the ICC said in a news release, voicing support for UN efforts to achieve a comprehensive solution where lasting security can be established, humanitarian assistance delivered, and development and education promoted.
“In the interests of deterring future violence and promoting enduring peace in the region, we have a duty to show that massive crimes cannot be committed with impunity. We will do our part, working through our judicial mandate,” Prosecutor

Moreno-Ocampo said.

The CAR Government ratified the Rome Statute on 3 October 2001. The ICC has jurisdiction in CAR since the entry into force of the Rome Statute on 1st July 2002. The Government referred the situation to the Office of the Prosecutor in

December, 2004.
UN condemns abduction of health workers in Central African Republic
22 May - The United Nations today strongly condemned the capture of two international health workers in the increasingly unstable northwestern region of the Central African Republic (CAR), urging their immediate release.

The two health workers were taken on Saturday 19 May as they were working on a project of the Italian non-governmental organization (NGO) Cooperazione Internazionale (COOPI), which aims to improve local access to health facilities.

Nearly 300,000 people have had to flee their homes in the CAR over the past year because of fighting, banditry and rebel attacks. UN officials have warned that the conflict in Sudan’s Darfur region is threatening to engulf the CAR as well as

Chad.
“The UN is highly concerned by the recent decline in the security situation in the northwest, which is threatening humanitarian work,” UN spokesperson Michele Montas said today in New York.

The Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) confirmed that the humanitarian crisis in the northeast and centre of the country has worsened, with the number of internally displaced persons on the rise.

At the same time, the humanitarian response is growing with 18 NGOs now operating in the region, as opposed to just six back in November 2006.
Counter-terrorism assessments near completion, chair of UN body says

22 May – 
By the end of May 2007, assessments of counter-terrorism measures taken by all United Nations Member States will have been presented to the Security Council committee that monitors the global fight against the menace, its chairman said today.

Ambassador Ricardo Alberto Arias of Panama, the chairman of the Counter-Terrorism Committee (CTC), established by resolution 1373 (2001) after the 11 September terrorist attacks against the

United States, said that this will give the Committee a comprehensive picture of the implementation of that resolution, as well as a better idea of assistance needed by States to better comply.

Assisting Member States to fulfil their reporting responsibilities was also a top priority for the Committee established pursuant to resolution 1540 (2004) to combat the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction (WMDs) by non-State actors, particularly terrorists, said its chairman, Ambassador Peter Burian of Slovakia.

Since the last briefing to the Council in September 2006, Antigua and Barbuda, Nicaragua, Tuvalu and Vanuatu had submitted their first reports, leaving a shortfall of 55 reports, most of them from countries in Africa, the Caribbean and the Pacific.
In order to help those States fulfil their reporting their requirements, the Committee had sent to them, in October/November

2006, a legislative database and a partially completed draft matrix prepared by Committee experts to serve as a starting point.
The chairman of the 1267 (1999) Committee concerning Al-Qaida and Taliban sanctions, Ambassador Johan Verbeke of Belgium, told the Council that its most important work at the moment is revamping its procedures and improving the list of targeted persons and organizations.

In that regard, he appealed for the assistance of States in updating the list, both with new names to be included, as well as additional information for those already on the list.

Equally important, said all three chairmen, are efforts to coordinate the work of the three committees. “We all expressed a willingness to work more intensively together, especially in the area of addressing the issue of non-reporting States,” Mr.

Burian told the press after the meeting.

Security CouncilBan Ki-moon names Ibrahim Gambari to continue diplomatic initiatives on Myanmar

22 May 
Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon today designated senior adviser Ibrahim Gambari of Nigeria as his representative in carrying out the diplomatic brief given to him by the General Assembly on Myanmar.
“In the discharge of his functions, Mr. Gambari will work in coordination with relevant parts of the UN system in order to support Myanmar’s efforts in implementing relevant General Assembly resolutions,” according to a statement by the Secretary-General’s spokesperson Michele Montas.

Mr. Ban also “looks forward to the cooperation of the Government of Myanmar and all relevant parties to the national reconciliation process, with a view to making tangible progress towards the restoration of democracy and the protection of human rights” in the South-East Asian country, she added.
Mr. Gambari’s appointment is effective immediately.

He has been serving as Special Adviser on the International Compact with Iraq and Other Political Issues since early March, and, prior to that, was chief of the Political Affairs Department in July, 2005. He was also the Special Adviser on Africa and headed the UN Mission in Angola. He was Nigeria’s Ambassador to the world body from 1999 to 2002.

Ibrahim Gambari
UN agencies assist flood-stricken Maldives
22 May - United Nations agencies are providing much-needed assistance to the Maldives, which is suffering from the effects of two days of wave swells last week which have impacted at least 35 islands in 13 atolls in the Indian Ocean nation.

“Except for the tsunami in 2004, the Maldives has never before faced such widespread and simultaneous flooding of so many islands,” said John Holmes, UN Under-Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs and Emergency Relief Coordinator.
The UN was part of a rapid assessment team, also comprising personnel from the Government, the International Federation of the Red Cross/Red Crescent (IFRC), deployed on 19 May to five islands in the hardest-hit Gaafu Dhaalu Atoll.

According to the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), while no deaths have been reported, approximately 1,650 people have been forced to leave their homes while 217 housing units as well as several harbours and jetties have been damaged.
Heath and education facilities are functional in spite of the flooding and considerable damage, with streets strewn with garbage, debris being widespread and septic tanks needing repair.

The Government of the Maldives is appealing for international support and for UN aid in the relief and recovery efforts.

The UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) is supplying 10 water tanks and five rainwater harvesting kits to Gaafu Dhaalu Atoll, while the UN World Health Organization (WHO) is coordinating with the Government’s Ministry of Health on possible aid that may be required. The UN Development Programme (UNDP) is working with authorities to assist in livelihood recovery. The Government has distributed emergency items, such as food, water and mattresses, as well as a mobile water desalination plant.

UN refugee chief kicks off mission to Nepal and Bhutan

22 May – 
The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) arrived in Nepal today at the start of a four-day visit which will also take him to Bhutan.

The aim of the mission is to spotlight the long-standing plight of over 100,000 Bhutanese refugees who have been living in seven camps in eastern Nepal since the introduction of strict citizenship laws in their homeland 16 years ago.

During his time in Nepal – High Commissioner António Guterres’ first official visit to the Himalayan country – he will visit one of the refugee camps and meet with Government authorities, UN agencies and donors.

“UNHCR has been very encouraged by the efforts of a group of interested countries to assist in resolving this protracted situation,” the agency’s spokesperson Jennifer Pagonis told reporters in Geneva last week.

On Thursday, Mr. Guterres will head to Bhutan to hold talks with officials there.

Frustration has been growing among the refugees, who are unable to work outside the camps in which they reside, as they have seen no solution to their situation since arriving in Nepal in the early 1990s.

Last November, UNHCR and the Nepalese Government began taking a census of refugees, in which any existing information will be validated, cross-checked, updated and recorded in a new database, and refugees will have their photographs taken for identity cards.
Secretary-General urges completion of global decolonization process

22 May - Strategies should be found for determining the future of each of the world’s 16 remaining territories that are not yet self-governing, Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon told a United Nations seminar on decolonization in the Caribbean today.

“Achieving self-government for the peoples of the world has been one of the cardinal goals of the United Nations since its inception,” Mr. Ban told the Special Committee on Decolonization, which is meeting in St. George, Grenada, at a regional seminar that coincides with the Week of Solidarity with the Peoples of Non-Self-Governing Territories.

In the statement, delivered by Freda Mackay of the Department of Political Affairs (DPA), Mr. Ban recalled that “under the

Organization's auspices, nearly 750 million people have benefited from the exercise of the right to self-determination, and decolonization can truly be considered a United Nations success story.”

The regional seminars are important part of completing this decolonization process, Mr. Ban noted, because they provide a forum for the two million people living in the remaining territories to air their views about the unique problems they face, and for direct communication between the Special Committee, the representatives of the territories and the administering countries.
As a result of that kind of dialogue, he said, the Pacific island of Tokelau will soon hold a second referendum on the option of self-government in free association with New Zealand, and other territories, some in the Caribbean, have also made considerable progress in their constitutional, political, economic and social development, moving a long way towards selfgovernment.

At the time of the UN’s creation in 1945, there were 72 non-self-governing territories.

The Special Committee was established by the General Assembly in 1961, to further the application of the 1960 Declaration on the Granting of Independence to Colonial Countries and Peoples.

In 1963, the Assembly approved a list of 64 territories to which the Declaration applied. Now, just 16 such territories remain, with France, New Zealand, the United Kingdom and the United States as administering powers.

The 16 remaining territories are Western Sahara, American Samoa, Guam, New Caledonia, Pitcairn, Tokelau, Anguilla,

Bermuda, British Virgin Islands, Cayman Islands, Falkland Islands (Malvinas), Gibraltar, Montserrat, Saint Helena, Turks

and Caicos Islands and the United States Virgin Islands.
Georgia and Jamaica elected to serve on UN Peacebuilding

Commission

22 May - The General Assembly today elected Georgia and Jamaica to the Organizational Committee of the Peacebuilding

Commission, the body set up by the United Nations in December 2005 to prevent countries emerging from conflict from falling back into chaos.

Following an election by acclamation, Georgia (Eastern European States) and Jamaica (Latin American and Caribbean

States) will now serve two-year terms starting on 23 June. Georgia replaces the seat held by Croatia while Jamaica was already serving on the current Organizational Committee.

The other countries on the 31-member committee after 23 June are: Angola, Bangladesh, Brazil, Burundi, Chile, China,

Czech Republic, Egypt, El Salvador, Fiji, France, Germany, Ghana, Guinea-Bissau, India, Indonesia, Italy, Japan,

Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Nigeria, Norway, Pakistan, Panama, Russia, Sri Lanka, South Africa, the United Kingdom

and the United States.

During its meeting today, the General Assembly elected – again by acclamation rather than a formal vote – 30 countries to

begin six-year terms starting 24 June on the UN Commission on International Trade Law (UNCITRAL).

The commission was set up in 1966 to further the progressive harmonization and unification of the law about international

trade.

The newly elected UNCITRAL members are: Armenia, Bahrain, Benin, Bolivia, Bulgaria, Cameroon, Canada, Chile, China,

Egypt, El Salvador, France, Germany, Greece, Honduras, Japan, Latvia, Malaysia, Malta, Mexico, Morocco, Namibia,

Norway, the Republic of Korea, Russia, Senegal, Singapore, South Africa, Sri Lanka and the UK.

UN campaign to plant billion trees in 2007 hits target seven

months early

22 May - The campaign by the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) to plant a billion trees worldwide this year

has met its goal seven months early after Senegal unveiled a pledge today to plant 20 million trees.

The campaign, announced at the recent climate change convention conference held in Nairobi, Kenya, now switches to

turning those pledges into one billion actual plantings by the end of 2007.

Senegal made its announcement on the International Day on Biological Diversity, which this year has a special focus on the

relationship between biodiversity and climate change.

In his message to mark the Day, UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon described this year’s theme as timely given that

climate change is increasingly identified as one of the biggest causes of a loss of animal and plant species.

“The conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity is an essential element of any strategy to adapt to climate change,”

Mr. Ban said. “The international community is committed to conserving biodiversity and combating climate change. The

global response to these challenges needs to move much more rapidly, and with more determination at all levels – global,

national and local.”

UNEP Executive Director Achim Steiner said countries and communities as well as corporations and individual citizens

across both the developed and developing world had responded to the tree planting challenge with grassroots enthusiasm

and commitment. He said this “should empower governments everywhere in the sure and certain knowledge that addressing

climate change is not a political risk, but perhaps the most popular move of our time, with their electorate and the public

right behind them.”

Ahmed Djoghlaf, Executive Secretary of the UN Convention on Biological Diversity, warned that the world is

“experiencing the greatest wave of extinctions since the disappearance of the dinosaurs. Extinction rates are rising by a

factor of up to 1,000 above natural rates. Every day, up to 150 species are lost. Every year, between 18,000 and 55,000

species become extinct. The cause: human activities.”

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change recently found that a projected temperature increase of 1.5 to 2.5 degrees

Celsius could increase the risk of extinction for 20 to 30 per cent of plant and animal species. The Panel has said that the

world’s temperature is likely to rise by 3 degrees Celsius by 2100.

Mr. Djoghlaf said “the ability of the planet to provide the goods and services that we, and future generations, need for our

well-being is seriously and perhaps irreversibly jeopardized.”

At a press briefing today in New York, representatives of indigenous peoples said climate change presented a major threat to

their lands, customs and traditions. Lakhan Bibi from the Hindu Kush region in Pakistan’s high mountains said her people

had long depended on melting from glaciers for water for farming. But the rate of melting had increased, causing flooding

and avalanches, and thus considerable damage to native lands.

Malia Nobrega from Hawaii said Pacific islanders were experiencing many negative effects of climate change and loss of

biodiversity. Mangroves had been lost, fisheries depleted, and some islands have experienced droughts. At the same time,

the island nation of Tuvalu could completely disappear due to rising sea levels.

Five tropical community groups win UN-backed prize for

biodiversity

22 May - Five community groups from the tropical regions of Africa, Asia and Latin America won the

United Nations-backed Equator Prize today for their initiatives to alleviate poverty while conserving local

biodiversity.

The winners, who will each receive $30,000, were announced at a ceremony at UN Headquarters in New

York after being selected by a jury from a group of 25 finalists chosen from more than 300 original

nominations.

The village of Andavadoaka in Madagascar was among the winners, honoured for demonstrating how it managed an octopus

fishery so that it can provide sustainable long-term benefits. In Kenya, the Shompole Community Trust won for conserving

the country’s vast and scenic grasslands and savannah as part of a profit-making ecotourism venture for the local Masai

people.

In Guatemala, the women of Alimentos Nutri-Naturales won the prize for reinstating the Maya nut as a staple source of

nutrition and this conserving the nut forests in the buffer zone next to a biosphere reserve.

The women of Isabela Island’s “Blue Fish” Association, who work within the World Heritage-listed Galapagos Islands in

Ecuador, were rewarded for marketing a local delicacy – tuna smoked with guava wood – as a way to promote the

alternative use of marine resources and control invasive plant species.

The other winner, Shidulai Swarnivar Sangstha, uses riverboat-based educational resource centres throughout the Ganges

River delta in Bangladesh to deliver information to locals about sustainable agricultural practices and market prices.

Awarded biennially, the prize is part of the Equator Initiative, set up in January 2002 by the UN Development Programme

(UNDP), governments, business, civil society and communities to promote grassroots efforts in the tropics to reduce poverty

through conservation and the sustainable use of biodiversity.

Equatorial regions are home to both the world’s greatest concentrations of biological wealth and some of the highest levels

of poverty.

Congratulating the winners, UNDP Administrator Kemal Dervis said they are just some of the numerous community

initiatives of their kind taking place around the world.

“The proliferation and scaling up of efforts such as these is critical to the achievement of our common goals to conserve

biodiversity, respond to climate change and achieve the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs),” he said.

Meeting HIV-positive UN staff, Ban Ki-moon vows to fight

stigma

22 May - Describing his meeting with HIV-positive United Nations staff yesterday as one of the most

moving experiences of his life, Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon has vowed to step up efforts to

eliminate the stigma that still surrounds AIDS sufferers in so many countries.

Mr. Ban said he was touched by the courage shown by the members of UN+, a group of staff living

with HIV from across regions and UN agencies, as well as the directness with which they spoke about

their lives.

“I felt ashamed on their behalf,” Mr. Ban said later, referring to the discrimination that people living with HIV often face

around the world, including in Asia and his own country, the Republic of Korea.

The Secretary-General said that on his next trip to Asia he would visit an AIDS clinic or similar facility as part of efforts to

speak up on behalf of those living with HIV and to help in the fight against the stigma.

Mr. Ban’s meeting took place the same day the General Assembly began a session reviewing implementation of the

Declaration of Commitment on HIV/AIDS, reached by UN Member States in June 2001.

Assembly members concluded their discussion today, adopting a decision welcoming the Secretary-General’s

recommendations – contained in his most recent report charting progress towards the Declaration – for setting national

targets for achieving universal access to HIV prevention programmes, treatment, care and support.

Since the pandemic emerged at the start of the 1980s, HIV has infected 65 million people around the world and claimed an

estimated 25 million lives.

In a related development, the UN-backed Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria announced today that by

mid-2007 more than one million people worldwide will be reached with antiretroviral (ARV) treatment under programmes it

supports. This represents a dramatic rise on the estimated 544,000 who received ARV treatment in mid-2006.

The Fund also announced that the number of insecticide-treated nets distributed to families facing the threat of malaria is

expected to rise from 11.3 million last year to 30 million by next month.

The number of tuberculosis cases treated under DOTS (directly observed treatment, short course) programmes is forecast to

double to 2.8 million by the middle of this year.

Ban Ki-moon meets with

HIV positive staff members
Equatorial regions are home to both the world’s greatest concentrations of biological wealth and some of the highest levels

of poverty.

Congratulating the winners, UNDP Administrator Kemal Dervis said they are just some of the numerous community

initiatives of their kind taking place around the world.

“The proliferation and scaling up of efforts such as these is critical to the achievement of our common goals to conserve

biodiversity, respond to climate change and achieve the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs),” he said.

Meeting HIV-positive UN staff, Ban Ki-moon vows to fight

stigma

22 May - Describing his meeting with HIV-positive United Nations staff yesterday as one of the most

moving experiences of his life, Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon has vowed to step up efforts to

eliminate the stigma that still surrounds AIDS sufferers in so many countries.

Mr. Ban said he was touched by the courage shown by the members of UN+, a group of staff living

with HIV from across regions and UN agencies, as well as the directness with which they spoke about

their lives.

“I felt ashamed on their behalf,” Mr. Ban said later, referring to the discrimination that people living with HIV often face

around the world, including in Asia and his own country, the Republic of Korea.

The Secretary-General said that on his next trip to Asia he would visit an AIDS clinic or similar facility as part of efforts to

speak up on behalf of those living with HIV and to help in the fight against the stigma.

Mr. Ban’s meeting took place the same day the General Assembly began a session reviewing implementation of the

Declaration of Commitment on HIV/AIDS, reached by UN Member States in June 2001.

Assembly members concluded their discussion today, adopting a decision welcoming the Secretary-General’s

recommendations – contained in his most recent report charting progress towards the Declaration – for setting national

targets for achieving universal access to HIV prevention programmes, treatment, care and support.

Since the pandemic emerged at the start of the 1980s, HIV has infected 65 million people around the world and claimed an

estimated 25 million lives.

In a related development, the UN-backed Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria announced today that by

mid-2007 more than one million people worldwide will be reached with antiretroviral (ARV) treatment under programmes it

supports. This represents a dramatic rise on the estimated 544,000 who received ARV treatment in mid-2006.

The Fund also announced that the number of insecticide-treated nets distributed to families facing the threat of malaria is

expected to rise from 11.3 million last year to 30 million by next month.

The number of tuberculosis cases treated under DOTS (directly observed treatment, short course) programmes is forecast to

double to 2.8 million by the middle of this year.

Ban Ki-moon meets with

HIV positive staff members
UN forum hears calls for health investments in Asia-Pacific

region

22 May - Ministers from across the Asia-Pacific region – where relative wealth has not translated into

health investments – today heard calls at a United Nations meeting in Kazakhstan for more

government spending on medical care in order to combat poverty.

Kim Hak-Su, Executive Secretary of the UN Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the

Pacific (UNESCAP), told delegates that putting both government and private expenditure together,

South Asia spends only 4.4 per cent of its gross domestic product (GDP) on health, while East Asia and the Pacific is only

slightly better at 5 per cent. In contrast, 6.1 per cent is spent by Sub-Sahara Africa and 6.8 per cent by Latin America and the

Caribbean.

Government spending on health was also lowest in the region, Mr. Kim told ESCAP’s annual session in Almaty. South Asia

governments spend only 1.1 per cent of GDP on health, and East Asia and the Pacific 1.9 per cent. The figures for Sub-

Sahara African, and for Latin America and the Caribbean, are 2.4 per cent and 3.3 per cent respectively.

“The high level of out-of-pocket expenditure by patients themselves had driven many people into poverty,” Mr. Kim

observed.

In addition to more investment, governments must ensure that health systems are equitable and more accessible to the poor

and the vulnerable, Mr. Kim said. “Countries that have come far towards achieving the health-related Millennium

Development Goals (MDGs) are those which have ensured that all sections of the population have access to a minimum

level of health care at an affordable cost,” said Mr. Kim, referring to global antipoverty targets.

For around 20 developing countries which spend less than $20 per person per year in health, an extra $25 billion a year is

needed to enable them to meet the minimum requirement for basic health services, Mr Kim said.

“Political commitment is essential,” he stressed.

Star Brazilian footballer and UN ambassador dedicates final to

hungry children

22 May - When the Brazilian midfielder Kaká takes to the field tomorrow night to battle for one of

soccer’s most glittering prizes, the United Nations World Food Programme (WFP) ambassador will

dedicate his participation to the plight of the world’s estimated 400 million hungry children.

Kaká, 25, who will play for the Italian club AC Milan against Liverpool of the United Kingdom in the

final of the Champions League in Athens, is the youngest Ambassador Against Hunger for the WFP.

“As professional footballers, we are very privileged,” Kaká said after arriving in Athens to prepare for the match. “From

time to time we have a chance to help others because of who we are and what we do. I want to use my position as a WFP

Ambassador Against Hunger to make more people aware of the challenges of feeding hundreds of millions of hungry

children in some of the poorest, least developed parts of the world.”

WFP Executive Director Josette Sheeran said “it’s an incredible asset to have the world’s best player in the world’s

favourite game on our team. Kaká has shown that he can combine the skills and dedication needed to be at the very top of

the game with a commitment to a worthy humanitarian cause.”

WFP gives food to an average of 90 million people, including 58 million children, each year across 80 countries as part of

its programmes to assist the world’s most needy and malnourished.

Kaká
Other WFP Ambassadors Against Hunger include the Kenyan marathon world record holder Paul Tergat, the Brazilian

footballer Ronaldinho and the Cape Verdean singer Cesária Évora.

Iraq: UNESCO chief deplores killing of two journalists

22 May - The head of the United Nations agency tasked with defending freedom of the press has condemned

the murder of two Iraqi news journalists who were ambushed and shot dead as they made their way home from

work last week in Baghdad.

Alaa Uldeen Aziz and Saif Laith Yousuf “paid with their life for our right to know what is happening in the

country,” UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) Director-General Koïchiro

Matsuura said in a statement issued today.

Mr. Aziz, 33, and Mr. Yousuf, 26, worked as a cameraman and sound engineer respectively in the Baghdad bureau of ABC

News of the United States until gunmen in two cars ambushed them on their way home last Thursday.

At least 104 journalists and 39 media support staff have been killed in Iraq since the United States-led invasion in March

2003, according to the Committee to Protect Journalists (CPJ), with the overwhelming majority of victims being Iraqi

nationals.

Mr. Matsuura noted in his statement that Iraq has become the deadliest conflict for the press in recent history.

“The horror I feel by the huge number of journalists and media workers killed in Iraq is only offset by my admiration for the

professionals who continue risking life and limb to preserve the basic human right of freedom of expression in Iraq,” he

said.

“These brave people are carrying out a mission that is essential for the democratic future of Iraqi society as a whole.”

UNESCO is the only UN agency which has a mandate to defend freedom of expression and freedom of the press.

Winners of UN-backed media prize personalize struggle to meet

development goals

22 May - An indigenous group in Malaysia, nomadic children in China and an HIV-positive couple in

India are the focus of stories that have won United Nations prizes for media that depicts the quest to

meet UN-backed development goals in the Asia-Pacific region.

The announcement of the first Asia-Pacific Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) Media Awards –

for stories on the individual dimension of the international goals to cut extreme deprivation and boost

basic services by 2015 – was made today in Almaty, Kazakhstan, during the annual session of the UN

Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (UNESCAP).

At a ceremony attended by representatives of the 62 member governments of UNESCAP, three top winners received the

awards, each with a cash prize of $7,000, from Kim Hak-Su, Executive Secretary of UNESCAP.

“Through the powerful media of TV, radio, print and the internet, journalists can focus attention on the human face behind

the MDGs,” said Mr. Kim.

“They also have an important role in holding governments accountable to the pledges they made in the Millennium

Declaration – the pledge to free the world from dehumanizing condition of poverty, hunger and illiteracy,” he added.

Receiving the awards from Mr. Kim were top winners in the three media categories:

Print: Chin Mui Yoon of Star Magazine of Malaysia, for an article examining the challenges in providing basic

health services to an indigenous group in Malaysia.

· Radio: He Fei, Wu Jia, Guan Juanjuan and Jin Zhao of China Radio International, for a report on a girl who

dropped out of school in rural China before finally managing to return to the classroom.

· Television: Li Jiejun of China Central TV (CCTV) International for a feature exploring innovative solutions for

delivering education facilities to nomadic children in remote western China.

Three runner-up awards were handed out to journalists based in Bangladesh, India and the Philippines.

The awards are jointly sponsored by UNESCAP, the UN Development Programme (UNDP) and the Asian Development

Bank, and the competition was organized by the Asia-Pacific Institute for Broadcasting Development (AIBD). More than

100 entries from 23 countries were judged by an international panel of media professionals.

‘Kite Runner’ author praises UN refugee agency in new novel

22 May - The author of the acclaimed international best-seller “The Kite Runner” has praised the

United Nations refugee agency in his new novel, calling his work as a Goodwill Envoy one of the

most rewarding and momentous experiences of his life.

In the afterward to “A Thousand Splendid Suns,” Khaled Hosseini wrote that “over the past year, I

have had the privilege of working as a US envoy for UNHCR [the UN High Commissioner for

Refugees],” which he calls “one of the world’s foremost humanitarian agencies.”

Mr. Hosseini was named Humanitarian of the Year in 2006 for raising awareness about the plight of Afghan refugees his

first novel, “The Kite Runner.” The author and his family left Afghanistan in 1976, seeking asylum four years later in the

United States, and his new novel is an account of two women over the span of three decades in the war-torn country.

UNHCR is active in assisting Afghan refugees, helping more than 4 million return to their homeland following the fall of

the Taliban in 2001 and providing protection to an additional 3 million residing in Pakistan and Iran.

Earlier this year, Mr. Hosseini visited UNHCR camps in eastern Chad housing almost a quarter of a million refugees from

Sudan’s Darfur region in an effort to draw greater attention to the crisis in the US and to see the operation with his own

eyes.

“The visit certainly changed me in a very profound way,” Mr. Hosseini said. “For one thing, it fortified in my mind the

notion of how fortunate I am, and how fortunate my children are, to be living in a free country and to have so many things that we take for granted.”

He added, “In the camps, people told me stories of the Janjaweed [Arab militia] attacking their villages and killing children, killing women, killing the elderly. Their homes are burnt and everything they own is taken from them.”

On World Refugee Day on 20 June, Mr. Hosseini will take part in a UNHCR panel in San Francisco on the theme, “A new home, a new life.”

Khaled Hosseini (left)
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The following is a near-verbatim transcript of today’s noon briefing by Michèle Montas, Spokesperson for the Secretary-General, and Ashraf Kamal, Spokesperson for the President of the General Assembly.

Briefing by the Spokesperson for the Secretary-General
** Lebanon
Good afternoon.  A statement attributable to the Spokesperson for the Secretary-General on Lebanon:

The Secretary-General deplores the criminal attacks carried out over the past several days against the Lebanese Army and security forces.  These actions constitute an assault on Lebanon’s stability and sovereignty, and have seriously endangered civilians.  They must halt immediately.

The Secretary-General also deplores today’s attack on UNRWA’s [United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East] humanitarian supply convoy, and expresses his grave concern about the conditions for Palestinians living in Nahr el-Bared refugee camp.  He calls for the immediate establishment of safe corridors to allow medical staff to assist and evacuate those in need.  He is deeply saddened by the civilian casualties that have resulted and appeals to all concerned to do their utmost to avoid further bloodshed.

The Secretary-General also strongly condemns the second terrorist bombing that took place yesterday in the Verdun district of Beirut.  He appeals to the Lebanese people to unite in confronting the challenges facing their country.

The Secretary-General is continuing to monitor the situation very closely and he’s in contact with Prime Minister [Fouad] Siniora and other regional leaders to help alleviate the situation.

On the humanitarian front, the Lebanon Director for the UN Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA), Richard Cook, has expressed deep concern about the worsening humanitarian situation and the loss of civilian lives in the Nahr El Bared camp for Palestinian refugees.  Working in close cooperation with the Lebanese Army, the Lebanese Red Cross, UN agencies and other parties, Cook said that UNRWA is attempting to provide essential care, food and water to the camp residents and to evacuate the injured and the dead.  Just a few hours ago, a six-vehicle UNRWA convoy was struck on the perimeter of the camp, causing heavy damage to three vehicles and destroying the water tower and bladders, as well as milk for children, bread and medical supplies.  An estimated 31,000 people live in the camp.  And UNRWA provides basic services including primary health care at a clinic where, under normal circumstances, UN doctors examine some 500 patients daily.

** Middle East
On the Middle East, the Secretary-General is dispatching his new Middle East envoy, Michael Williams, to the region for consultations.  Mr. Williams is en route and is expected to begin holding meetings on Thursday with senior Israeli and Palestinian officials.  He plans to travel from there to Cairo for further consultations.

** Myanmar
A statement attributable to the Spokesperson for the Secretary-General on Myanmar:

The Secretary-General has designated his Special Adviser on the International Compact with Iraq and Other Issues, Mr. Ibrahim Gambari, to continue to pursue the good offices mandate on Myanmar entrusted to the Secretary-General by the General Assembly, effective immediately.

In the discharge of his functions, Mr. Gambari will work in coordination with relevant parts of the UN system in order to support Myanmar’s efforts in implementing relevant General Assembly resolutions.

The Secretary-General looks forward to the continued cooperation of the Government of Myanmar and all relevant parties to the national reconciliation process, with a view to making tangible progress towards the restoration of democracy and the protection of human rights in Myanmar.

** Central African Republic
On the Central African Republic, the Office of the Prosecutor of the International Criminal Court [ICC] this morning announced that the Prosecutor has decided to start an investigation in the Central African Republic.  After a review of the available information, Chief Prosecutor Luis Moreno-Ocampo says he believes that grave crimes falling within the jurisdiction of the Court were committed between 2002 and 2003 in the Central African Republic.  Civilians were killed and raped, and homes and stores were looted in the context of an armed conflict between the Government and rebel forces, he says.  This is the first time that the ICC is opening an investigation in which allegations of sexual crimes far outnumber alleged killings.  And we have a press release from the Court upstairs.

Still on the Central African Republic, the United Nations has firmly condemned the capture of two international health workers in the north-western Central African Republic, and is urging their captors to free them.  The UN is highly concerned by the recent decline in the security situation in the northwest, which is threatening humanitarian work. 

Meanwhile, the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs reports that the humanitarian crisis in the northeast and centre of the country persists and has even worsened, with more internally displaced persons than before.  At the same time, however, the humanitarian response is improving with 18 NGOs now operating in the region, as opposed to just six back in November 2006.

**Security Council
Today the Security Council is holding an open meeting to hear briefings by the Chairmen of the Council’s subsidiary bodies.  As you’ll recall, Panama chairs the Counter-Terrorism Committee, Belgium heads the Al-Qaida and Taliban Sanctions Committee, and Slovakia chairs the so-called 1540 Committee, which deals with the non-proliferation of weapons of mass destruction.  At the conclusion of this morning’s meeting, the ambassadors of those three countries will go to the stakeout to take your questions.

** Maldives
The Government of the Maldives has appealed for international aid following a series of wave swells that hit at least 35 islands in 13 atolls in the country.  Except for the 2004 tsunami, the Maldives has never before faced such widespread and simultaneous flooding of so many islands, according to Under-Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs John Holmes.  For its part, UNICEF is providing water tanks and rain-water harvesting kits to the hardest hit atoll.  Meanwhile, the World Health Organisation has been coordinating with the Ministry of Health on possible assistance that may be required, and the UN Development Programme is providing support in the areas of livelihoods recovery and coordination.  We have a press release on that upstairs.

** Nepal
High Commissioner for Refugees António Guterres has arrived in Nepal.  He’s on a four-day mission to the region to focus on the plight of more than 100,000 refugees from Bhutan who have been living in camps in eastern Nepal since the early 1990s.  Guterres is expected to visit one of the camps, as well as meet with Nepalese officials, UN agencies and donors.  On Thursday, he heads to Bhutan for discussions with government officials there.

**Biological Diversity
Today is the International Day for Biological Diversity.  In a message to mark the occasion, the Secretary-General noted that biodiversity is being lost at an unprecedented rate and called for greater global efforts to address the causes -- climate change and shifting land use patterns.  We have the text of his message upstairs.

Meanwhile, the UN Environment Programme says it has completed -- seven months ahead of schedule -- its one-year global campaign for promises to plant one billion trees.  The campaign now shifts to turning those pledges into plantings by the end of the year.  We have more information upstairs.

To mark International Biological Diversity Day, there will be a press conference here in room 226 at 1:30 p.m.  Briefing will be John Scott of the Secretariat of the Convention on Biological Diversity, as well as indigenous representatives from Canada, India, Norway and the US to discuss indigenous peoples' vulnerability to climate change.

**Secretary-General Meets with Staff Living with HIV
We mentioned to you that the Secretary-General yesterday met with a group of UN staff living with HIV from across regions and UN agencies.  Afterwards, he described the meeting as one of the most moving experiences in his life.  He told colleagues that he has met many people in his life -- presidents, kings, diplomats.  But this was one of the most important events, for him, of his life. He said that he was very touched by their courage and, more, by their directness in talking about their lives.  The Secretary-General spoke about the discrimination those with HIV often face in many parts of the world, including in Asia and his own country, Korea. “I felt ashamed on their behalf," he said.  He said that on his next trip to the region, he would make a point of visiting an AIDS clinic or similar facility, the better to speak up for those living with HIV and help fight the stigma so often associated with the disease.

**UNDOC
Just to flag to you -- tomorrow, the head of the UN Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) is scheduled to launch that agency’s latest report on drug-related crime and violence in Central America, and how it affects development there.  We have an embargoed press release upstairs.

**Press Conferences
And the guest at the noon briefing tomorrow will be Dan Toole, UNICEF’s Director of Emergency Programmes, who will brief you on the situation of children in Iraq.

And then at 12:45 today, there will be a press conference by Mr. Nejosa Radmanovic, Chairman, and Mr. Haris Silajdzic, Member, of the Presidency of Bosnia and Herzegovina, on the occasion of Bosnia and Herzegovina’s fifteenth anniversary as a member of the UN.  This is all I have for you.

**Questions and Answers
Question:  Did the Secretary-General contact the Lebanese authorities on the situation in Nahr el-Bared and possibly asking them to stop the shelling so humanitarian aid can go in?

Spokesperson:  Yes, he has been making a flurry of phone calls today and he made a call to Prime Minister Fouad Siniora, as I mentioned earlier, and he spoke also to the Foreign Minister of Saudi Arabia, Prince Saud al Faisal, and also to the Foreign Minister of Syria, Walid Moallem.  We expect two or three more phone calls this afternoon to other leaders in the region.

Question:  Anything in particular on allowing the United Nations convoys to go into the camp, because there are reports of people dead and injured inside?

Spokesperson:  Well, it was about the humanitarian situation and how we can alleviate the human suffering there.

Question:  Regarding the escalation of violence between Israelis and Palestinians, today Israel announced it would target the life of the Palestinian Prime Minister, Ismail Haniyeh.  What is the response of the Secretary-General and does he believe such remarks can help alleviate the tension between the two parties?

Spokesperson:  The Secretary-General will not comment on statements of intended actions by any leaders or any person in the region.

Question:  Is the Secretary-General concerned that the violence in Nahr el-Bared camp could spread to other camps in south Lebanon and in Beirut itself?

Spokesperson:  He’s certainly very concerned about that and I think this is one of his topics of discussion with leaders in the region.

Question:  Do you have any details on the meeting of the Secretary-General with the group of people living with HIV/AIDS?  You said they were United Nations staff?

Spokesperson:  United Nations staff, yes.

Question:  And do you have any details of what was covered at that meeting?

Spokesperson:  I told you everything about it.

Question:  Any suggestions or any pleas that they have?

Spokesperson:  No, this was more personal and human contact for the Secretary-General.  The Secretary-General stated in front of the General Assembly his views and his approach to the whole HIV/AIDS syndrome.  However, what he wanted to say was that it was important for him to meet the people behind the disease and really talk to them as people.

Question:  Will UNAIDS cover this meeting in one of their press releases?

Spokesperson:  I don’t think so.  It was mostly a closed meeting between the Secretary-General and people affected by HIV/AIDS in the building.

Question:  This may be a follow-up to that, and then I have, two questions.  I noticed that the Secretary-General is meeting with somebody from Gilead Pharmaceuticals this afternoon.  What’s that meeting about?

Spokesperson:  I don’t know but I’ll find out for you.

[The Spokesperson later added that the topic was AIDS.]

Question:  Okay.  Then on counter-terrorism, with Mr. Rupérez resigning and the office sun-setting by the end of this year, does the Secretary-General intend to seek out and nominate another candidate, ever given the sunset?  Is it his position that the office should be continued past the sunset?  I know that he’s going to write a report on that, but…

Spokesperson: I’m going to arrange for you to have a briefing on all the efforts being done on the counter-terrorism front.

Question:  Would that be Mr. [Robert] Orr?

Spokesperson:  He will be one of them but he won’t be the only one.  There will also be ambassadors of the countries involved in the recent meeting in Vienna.

Question:  As I understand, there are many groups alleged to be receiving finances from either the Siniora or Hariri group in Lebanon.  And we talked a lot about militias established in Lebanon.  Is Mr. Ban Ki-moon raising this matter with Mr. Siniora, to stop such supplies of weapons to such militias in the north as part of the weapons race in Lebanon?

Spokesperson:  As we always say, we do not comment on allegations.

Question:  In the recent report on [Security Council resolution] 1559, the report speaks clearly about a weapons race in Lebanon, an arms race.

Spokesperson:  It speaks about weapons; it does not speak about a link of this group to specific sources of funding.

Question:  During the recent clashes in Tripoli, the (inaudible) militias went out on the streets and Mr. Hariri took a long time to pacify them, not to get involved in fighting alongside this group in particular.

Spokesperson:  I have no further comments on this.

Question:  You did not receive any reports from Beirut about that?

Spokesperson:  No, we have nothing new to report on that.

Question:  Yesterday, Congressional leaders of the United States Congress met with the Secretary-General and we talked with some of them at the stakeout.  Senator Biden told us that with what he knows now, he’s growing more encouraged regarding Kosovo than he was previously before meeting Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon.  What does it mean?  What did they talk about on Kosovo?  What did the Secretary-General tell him to encourage him on that?

Spokesperson:  Well, they also met with other representatives of different countries in the house, so it’s not just his meeting with the Secretary-General that explains his optimistic view on it.  The Secretary-General just reiterated his position and his support for his Special Envoy’s recommendations. 

Question:  Besides the dissonance in the Security Council, various views and everything?

Spokesperson:  Yes.

Question:  Just briefly, this public document, the copy from the Secretariat that you referred me to, it seems to not include consultants or dollar-a-year or when-actually-employed people.  They’re not included in the count.

Spokesperson:  Which count?  What document are you referring to?

Question:  The public composition of the Secretariat document doesn’t include in the count consultants, and explicitly excludes dollar-a-year officials and when-actually-employed people.  So I was wondering, first of all, if there’s some reason why they’re excluded but also, how many consultants the Secretariat or Secretary-General has?

Spokesperson:  If they’re dollar-a-year people, they would not be included here.  We’re talking about people who are employed on a regular basis with the Secretariat.

Question:  Well, I guess with consultants, that’s where it seems…  It seems that somebody who’s a consultant can be working for the UN virtually full time but they’re not going to show up in these places.  It’s just a factual question.  I wanted to know how many consultants there are.

Spokesperson:  I can check for you but you can always check for yourself.

Question:  That’s what I’m saying.  The public document doesn’t have that information.  That’s why I can’t check.

Spokesperson:  Okay, we’ll check on that.  But you know, we’ve spent a lot of time on that list.

Correspondent:  If it were released, we wouldn’t be spending any time on it.

Spokesperson:  No, you would spend a lot more time on it because as I mentioned to you, the list you want to see is simply a directory of people with simply, next to them, their nationality and their level.

Correspondent:  But it also lists whether they’re a dollar-a-year or whether they’re when-actually-employed.

Spokesperson:  No, dollar-a-years are not there.

Correspondent:  I’ve seen the first page of it, which has, like, a code.  Here’s my thing, and this may be the last thing I say on it, I hope.  I appreciate it.  I got your thing saying it could be seen unofficially or on background.  One, I wasn’t clear if that meant it could be reported on.

Spokesperson:  No, it cannot be reported on, not by name.  Everything that you can report on is right there on the document, Matthew, the document you have in your hand.

Question:  Okay, final question.  To whom should the request be addressed that the list of staff of the United Nations Secretary-General be made a public document?  To who should such a request be made, because I’m not going to keep --

Spokesperson:  It’s not going to be made a public document.  If you want to consult it and you need permission to consult it, we’ll give you the necessary information.

Question:  Ms. [Alicia] Bárcena said there’s a movement afoot to put in a freedom of information policy at the United Nations.  Even in the absence of such a policy, is there a place where one can make a formal request that a document that seems like it contains all public information be released?  I don’t want to keep doing it here.  I agree with you.  So to whom is such a request made?

Spokesperson:  I’ll find out for you.  I think that’s really enough on the list.  I think it’s making --

Correspondent:  I’m aware that there are other reporters here who’d told me they’ve asked for this document for five years.  That’s the only reason --

Spokesperson:  This document that you have is available.  Every year it comes out.

Correspondent:  It’s this document I want made public.  That’s the request.

Spokesperson:  So you have it?  I’m glad to see that.

Correspondent:  And I think it should be made public.

Spokesperson:  That’s your opinion.  And it’s for reasons of privacy, as I said, that it’s not public.  You cannot report on it, it does not circulate publicly, it is for background information only.  Okay?  Thank you very much.  Yes?

Question:  The letter of Mr. Lahoud to Mr. Ban Ki-moon, which was sent on the fourteenth, was documented as released on the seventeenth.  Did you establish where it was stuck for those days?

Spokesperson:  It was, on that same day, transferred to the Security Council.  I don’t know what happened to it afterwards.

Question:  It left Beirut on the fourteenth.  It was published in the media on the fifteenth.  But it was only circulated on the seventeenth here.  So where did it stay?  Why did it take four long days to arrive at the Security Council, whereas Mr. Siniora’s letter was available on the fourteenth?

Spokesperson:  As I said, the date it was received was the seventeenth.  It was immediately referred to the Security Council that same afternoon.  I gave you the time, 5:35 p.m.

Question:  Was it delayed in Beirut or here?

Spokesperson:  I have no idea, whether it was delayed in Beirut.  All I can say, which is a fact, is the date it was received and when it was actually released to the Security Council.

Question:  I understand, Michèle, but this has influenced, Mr. Ban Ki-moon had access only to Mr. Siniora’s letter on the fourteenth, when he passed the tribunal onto the Security Council.  He did not have access to Mr. Lahoud’s letter and of course, probably, had he read Mr. Lahoud’s letter, he may not have taken the same decision.  Who’s responsible for delaying the letter between the fourteenth and the seventeenth?

Spokesperson:  The decision of the Secretary-General was based not on letters received only, it was also decided upon after, as you know, Mr. Nicolas Michel met with all the parties and came to the conclusion that we had reached an impasse.  And this was said by Mr. Michel right in this room.

Correspondent:  Mr. Ban Ki-moon also said clearly that it was also upon the request of Mr. Siniora, and he did not allude in any way to Mr. Lahoud’s letter or mention his remarks, and this did not happen for the first time.  We know that back in February, the letter of Mr. Lahoud was delayed extensively for many days for translation and it never appeared as a document in the Security Council.

Spokesperson:  The reason is, as I explained to you, Mr. Siniora is the Head of Government.

Correspondent:  Mr. Lahoud is the President who signed the decree of Mr. Siniora to become a Prime Minister.  Without Mr. Lahoud, Siniora is not the Prime Minister.  The Secretary-General knows that very well.

Spokesperson:  I have no further comments.

Correspondent:  This is biased, by the way.  I need an explanation for that.

Spokesperson:  This is all I am going to say about this.  I think I have gone through this whole letter business with you over and over again.  This is all I am going to say on this.

Correspondent:  (inaudible)  This is bias and it’s affecting Lebanon and it’s probably one of the reasons Lebanon is in strife at the moment.

Spokesperson:  I have no comment on this.

Correspondent:  I need a comment from the Secretary-General on this.

Spokesperson:  No, you will not have a comment of the Secretary-General on this.  Thank you very much.

Question:  It seems obvious that the deadline on the Security Council resolution to stop its nuclear activities was ignored by Iran, which is after tomorrow.  What’s the position of Mr. Ban Ki-moon on next steps to handle the issue?

Spokesperson:  This issue being with the Security Council, the Secretary-General will not comment on it.

Question:  Is there any thought of withdrawing UNRWA staff from the Palestinian refugee camps [in Lebanon] for safety reasons?

Spokesperson:  Not at this point.

Question:  I would like a clarification.  When the Secretary-General started, he said he would talk to all sides and always try to facilitate communication.  I wonder, is that still his position or is there a change, that he feels he has to support the position of the people who he feels are -- of the representatives of the government?  I’d like to understand that.

Spokesperson:  Are you referring to the situation in Lebanon?

Question:  Yes, but I think there are other situations --

Spokesperson:  So, the position of the Secretary-General is always the same, he’s talking to everyone.  Okay?  Thank you very much.

Correspondent:  He doesn’t seem to be talking to everyone.

Spokesperson:  We are not doing editorials here.  Please, Nizar.  You’re asking questions.  I’m answering factual questions.  And now I leave you with Ashraf.

Briefing by the Spokesperson for the President of the General Assembly
**Plenary Meeting Today
The Assembly met in plenary this morning to elect two members of the Organizational Committee of the Peacebuilding Commission: Georgia, for the Eastern European seat; and Jamaica for the Latin American and Caribbeanseat.  It also elected 30 members of the United Nations Commission on International Trade Law.  There was no voting in any of the elections.  All the elections were done by consensus. 

During the same meeting this morning, the Assembly also concluded the discussion it began yesterday on the implementation of the Declaration of Commitment on HIV/AIDS, and adopted a decision welcoming the Secretary-General’s recommendations for setting national targets for universal access to HIV prevention programmes, treatment, care and support.  The recommendations are in document A/61/816; the decision is in A/61/L.58.

**Seating Order for Sixty-Second Session
Immediately following the election of the President of the Assembly’s sixty-second session on Thursday in the GA Hall, the Secretary-General will draw lots to determine the Member State that will occupy the first seat in the sixty-second session.  That’s all I have.

**Questions and Answers
Question:  There was no voting for Croatia so Croatia is out, from today it’s not a member of the Peacebuilding Commission?  Did I understand correctly, that Georgia is for Eastern Europe right now?

Spokesperson:  There were two seats up, one for Eastern Europe and one for Latin America and the Caribbean.  Those were the open seats.

Question:  Is there any update on the DPKO [Department of Peacekeeping Operations] document in the ACABQ [Advisory Committee on Administrative and Budgetary Questions]?

Spokesperson:  ACABQ started discussing that on Friday and I’ll probably have more information for you by Thursday on where they are.  But initially, the Fifth Committee (Administrative and Budgetary) has it on its agenda for 25 May; that’s the target date for the ACABQ to finish and hand it over to the Committee.

Question:  And how long will the Committee take on something like that?

Spokesperson:  I’m not going to speculate.  The last time I speculated I got in trouble.

Question:  Is there a date yet for reform of the Security Council?

Spokesperson:  The President is still conducting her consultations,and there may be movement on naming facilitators to the next stage.But she’s still continuing the consultations, so we’re not saying anything.

Question:  On that draft declaration on the rights of indigenous peoples, she got this list of proposed amendments.

Spokesperson:  Yes, she received some proposed amendments from the African Group.  This was a week ago.

Question:  But now I’m told that wasn’t really from the African Group.  Is it your understanding that that’s an official African Group proposal or just some countries in the group?

Spokesperson:  Again, it’s not an official position proposal because you have the draft declaration and what they’re trying to do now is introduce amendments to it.  So she still has to consult with a few parties on whether this is possible or not.  You have to take aboard everybody’s concerns.  But this will take some time.

Question:  Did she write to all Member States about “make or keep”, either circulating the amendments or saying something about this?

Spokesperson:  If the amendments were circulated, then we would have circulated them to all of you.  We always post letters from the President forwarding documents to Member States.  Okay?

* *** *
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