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LOOMING THREAT TO AQUATIC MEADOWS

BYLINE: Aarti Dhar

BODY:


Fifteen per cent of the seagrasses in the marine ecosystem have been destroyed in the past 10 years, posing a serious threat to the aquatic herbivores.

According to the World Atlas of Seagrasses, brought out by the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) and the World Conservation Monitoring Centre (WCMC), there is an urgent need to protect and conserve these important habitats threatened by increasing quantity of run-off nutrients and sediments from human activities on land, boating, land reclamation and construction on the coast, besides dredging and destructive fishing practices.

Seagrasses are unique as they are the only marine flowering plants. These are a mixed group of flowering plants - not seaweeds - that flourish in some of the shallow waters that line the Indian coast. The atlas has identified 60 species of underwater flowering plants. Thousands of associated marine plants and animals utilise the seagrass as habitat, which varies from strap-like blades of the eelgrass in the Sea of Japan (4-metre long) to the tiny rounded leaves of sea vine (2-3 cm) in the deep tropical waters of Brazil. 

Although there are extensive seagrass beds on all the continents except Antarctica, seagrasses have declined or been totally destroyed at many places. Vast underwater meadows of seagrass skirt the coasts of Africa, Alaska, southern Europe, East Africa and the Caribbean islands. In India, these are found along the Gulf of Mannar and the coasts of Lakshdweep and the Andaman and Nicobar Islands.

The meadows provide habitat for fish and shellfish and serve as nursery areas to the larger ocean and perform the important physical function of filtering coastal waters, dissipating wave energy and anchoring sediments to prevent erosion. Seagrasses are primary food for manatees, dugongs and the green sea turtle.

This is the first-ever global survey of underwater meadows that skirt the world's coasts according to which 1,77,000 sq. km., an area one-thirds of the size of the United Kingdom, is covered by marine grasses. The atlas is a collaboration of more than 50 authors from 25 nations. The purpose of bringing out the atlas is to present a global synthesis of the distribution and status of seagrasses. ____________________________________________________________________________

The New York Times
January 4, 2004, Sunday, Late Edition - Final

 HEADLINE: Wanted: Young Delegates

BYLINE:  By By GEORGINA GUSTIN

BODY:
HUNDREDS of children from countries across the globe will converge in the port city of New London next summer for the fifth International Children's Conference on the Environment.

The conference, which operates under the United Nations Environment Program in Kenya, has been held in England twice and once in Kenya and in Canada. 

Last year, New London was chosen to play host to the event, bringing it to the United States for the first time.

"The mission of the conference is to create generational ambassadors for the environment," said Barbara Morgan, the executive director for this year's event. "Basically, we're creating the environmental leaders of tomorrow."

At the conference, which is being held July 19 to 23, children from 100 countries will get a chance to learn about environmental issues through workshops and field trips. More important, the organizers say, national governments will get a chance to learn about the concerns and opinions of the 600 young delegates, who will include one child from each of the 50 states in this country, the organizers hope.

"It's almost like the Olympics," said Michael Van Leesten, the chairman of the conference, which is held every two years. Coordinating logistics includes everything from arranging security to securing travel visas, he noted, adding, "It's a complex international event."

The United Nations organizers chose New London as the host city after being approached by the Mashantucket Pequot Tribal Nation, the owners of the Foxwoods Resort Casino, which formed a board and a local organizing committee to bring the conference to Connecticut.

The tribe has committed $600,000 toward developing the event.

"We heard about this conference that was never held in the U.S. before," said Mr. Van Leesten, the chairman of the event and the executive assistant to the tribal councilor, Kenneth M. Reels. "We made an inquiry to the U.N. and expressed our interest in being the host. We submitted a business plan. They visited and checked in to get a feeling for the capacity."

In making their pitch, tribe members also emphasized their particular link to the environment.

"We let them know that the philosophy of the Mashantucket Pequot tribe was deeply committed to this on the basis of historical and cultural interests and commitments that Native American people have to the land," Mr. Van Leesten said. "It's deep in the soul of indigenous people, not just at Mashantucket, and they liked that idea."

Though the conference, on the Connecticut College campus, will be closed to everyone but the delegates and their chaperones, the organizers decided they also wanted to find a way to connect the conference to the public. The organizers decided to play host to a Tall Ships Environmental Festival, as well as an exposition, with booths and dockside displays on environmental issues.

The organizers expect the public events to draw 250,000 to 350,000 people to the city during the conference.

Still, there are many challenges left, including raising the $3.6 million needed to run the event.

The organizers say that so far they have $600,000 from the Mashantuckets and $1.5 million in contributions from business and government sponsors. They are hoping another $1.5 million will come from local and state businesses.

"There are a lot of doubting Thomases on the scene," Mr. Van Leesten said. "But we're totally convinced this is a good thing for everybody, good for the region, and we're going to make it happen. The momentum will build."
 

http://www.nytimes.com

GRAPHIC: Photo: For the first time, the International Children's Conference on the Environment is set for the United States. (Photo by C.M. Glover)
The Times (Malta)

Pollution spreads as economies boom
Jason Szep, Reuters

	
	

	
	

	


Every two years, Indonesia loses about four million hectares of forest, an area roughly the size of Switzerland, to rapacious logging.

Skies in northern China glow orange in sandstorms that cross the Pacific and lay dust on the western United States. In Hong Kong, raw sewage bobs in its pearl-blue harbour.

From inner Mongolia to the Indian subcontinent and tropical Southeast Asia, says one senior United Nations environmental official, the region's ecology and environment is deteriorating as its factories and economies boom.

Although governments are rolling out unprecedented initiatives to tackle Asian pollution - underscored by a meeting of Southeast Asian environment ministers in mid-December in Myanmar - the policies are often badly enforced, the official adds.

"Things could get worse before they get better," Ravi Sawhney, director of the environment and sustainable development division of the United Nations Economic and Social Commission for the Asia-Pacific, or Unescap, told Reuters in an interview.

Sawhney is studying Asia's environment for the UN "State of the Environment Report" released every five years. Although the next report is not due until 2005, Mr Sawhney said indications point to a broad-based worsening in environmental conditions.

"There are policy initiatives that have been taken and laws enacted and so on. But the problem is the actual implementation," he said.

As if to highlight what he says, landslips and mudslides as recently as November and mid-December in corners of Indonesia and the Philippines plagued by illegal logging swept away or buried alive whole families.

Six of the world's 15 most polluted cities are in Asia, and the region generates a third of the world's carbon dioxide emissions. In Asia's developing regions, around 785 million people lack regular access to safe water, UN statistics show.

But there are pockets of improvement. The air quality in notoriously polluted Bangkok, Dhaka, New Delhi and several Chinese cities is healthier after most of Asia, except for Indonesia, phased out lead from gasoline, said Cornie Huizenga of the Asian Development Bank's Clean Air Initiative.

Bangladesh, which is spending $30 million over two years to bring natural gas to 100 petrol stations, is replacing high-polluting two-stroke engines in its rickshaw taxis in the capital Dhaka with cleaner-burning natural gas power.

"It's an unequal picture. There are cities where the situation is getting better," said Mr Huizenga, adding that a growing number of cities have put up air monitoring systems.

Thailand's "tuk tuk" taxis now run on liquefied petroleum gas, while buses and taxis in New Delhi and Bombay are phasing out diesel and running instead on compressed natural gas. "This is very much the story of the future," he added.

Mr Huizenga and other environmental experts helped the Association of South East Asian Nations (Asean) draw up an anti-pollution plan as rising wealth brings demands for better urban conditions after decades of squalor in some countries.

Southeast Asian environment ministers meeting in Myanmar approved a non-binding "framework" which calls on Asean to develop stronger urban anti-polluting strategies beginning with a series of workshops next year.

"Due to rapid growth, you're getting overlapping problems - water, air, land - on top of each other, making a very complex situation," said Peter Marcotullio, a researcher in the Institute of Advanced Studies at the United Nations University in Tokyo.

"So part of what is being done here is to tease out some of these problems so that city managers can deal with them one at a time, as opposed to what seems to be happening is that they are all coming at them at the same time."

Fixing Asia's environmental mess - from stifling sandstorms and rapid soil erosion in China to treating sewage in Indian rivers and Southeast Asian air pollution - is turning into a billion-dollar business.

US Department of Commerce is sending an "Environmental Technologies" trade mission to Malaysia, Thailand and Vietnam next March to scout for opportunities for US companies, citing "significant" potential for US expansion.

It estimates that Malaysia's "environmental" market is worth around $800 million, mostly for safe water supply and sewage treatment, and says Thailand needs to spend around $1.2-$1.5 billion on clean water and sanitation by 2020. In Vietnam, a pollution control equipment and services market was worth US$450 million in 2003 alone, it said.

Other environmental problems, however, are festering. In Indonesia, home to the world's third-largest tropical forests after Brazil and the Congo, forests have disappeared at a rate three to four times faster than those in Brazil since 1990, mostly because of logging and burning, says international environmental group Global Forest Watch.

"Every year the country is losing nearly two million hectares of forest. If this rate continues then by 2010 most forest in Sumatra and Kalimantan will disappear," Longgena Ginting, head of local environmental group Walhi, told Reuters, referring to two of Indonesia's biggest islands.

Much of this feeds huge demand for timber in economically booming China where logging was banned after excessive tree-felling contributed to floods that killed around 4,000 people in 1998.

Chee Yoke Ling of the Third World Network, a Malaysian lobby group, said countries such as Malaysia had nice-sounding environmental laws but fell down on implementation, as damage to tropical forests in Borneo's Sarawak and Sabah states continues.

"We have it but we don't enforce it," she said. Chinese sandstorms are widely attributed to over-grazing, over-ploughing and over-use of water resources.

Asean's "Framework on Environmentally Sustainable Cities" uses some European cities as a model and is partly funded with German taxpayer money through the Hanns Seidel Foundation.

"We had the same problems in Europe years ago, starting 30 years ago with completely poisoned lakes, rivers, in Germany, poisoned air," said Waldemar Mathews, managing director of the Bavarian Institute of Applied Environmental Research and Technology. "And we started with the same discussions."

Asean groups Brunei, Malaysia, Indonesia, Vietnam, Singapore, Laos, Cambodia, the Philippines, Myanmar and Thailand.

__________________________________________________________________________
Khaleej Times

Cabinet approves action plan to combat desertification
By a staff reporter 

4 January 2004 

ABU DHABI - The Cabinet has approved the country's Draft National Action Plan to Combat Desertification. 

The plan has been prepared by the Federal Environmental Agency (FEA) in cooperation with United Nations Environmental Programme (Unep), UN Regional Office for West Asia (Rowa) and UN Economic and Social Commission for Asia (ESCWA), according to Hamad Abdul Rahman Al Midfa, Minister of Health and Chairman of the FEA.
The action plan and other national action plans to combat desertification is in line with the country's commitment to Implementing the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD), Mr Midfa said.

The plan comprises several elements including listing of the natural resources and their potentials, the socio-economic setup, and the past and present efforts in combating desertification.

Eight programmes were identified in the strategy including monitoring and assessment; water resource management; public awareness and participation; rational agriculture; security against drought; promoting the scientific and technological capabilities; promoting national capacity building programmes and consolidating federal, regional and international cooperation.

The UAE has assigned the FEA to follow up the implementation of the UNCCD at the federal, sub-regional and international levels. 

The UAE joined the UNCCD on October 21, 1999. A national committee, comprising representatives of around 20 ministries and other national and private organisations concerned with desertification has been formed to follow up implementation of the Convention and prepare a national strategy and action plan to combat desertification in accordance with the National Environmental Strategy and the Asia Annex of the Convention.

Since its establishment, the UAE has spared no efforts to conserve its environment, develop natural resources on sustainable bases and combat desertification. The authorities were able to accomplish great achievement in various fields related to the environment and desertification. These achievements would not have been possible in a relatively short time without the wise policies that the President, His Highness Shaikh Zayed bin Sultan A1 Nahyan, has placed on dealing with the environmental issues.

 
Daily Herald (Utah)

Media hype ignores improving environment
Sunday, January 04, 2004 - 12:00 AM 
Steven F. Hayward 

| 


Happy new year: the world is coming to an end.
Is there any headline more predictable than this? The doom and gloom theme is to environmentalism what the laugh track is to TV sitcoms: it couldn't exist without it. But it is equally risible. Nearly every environmental prediction of doom from the last 30 years, such as the Club of Rome's "Limits to Growth" studyin 1972, or Jimmy Carter's "Global 2000" report in 1980, have proved to be wrong, often by an order of magnitude.

Every year sees amazing progress in science, art and human accomplishment; why should we suppose our progress does not extend to our understanding of the environment, and how to fix our environmental problems, as well? For some environmentalists, progress itself is the enemy of the environment; the only hope is for the human race to commit suicide. There is no helping these nuts.

Practical environmentalists, however, take note of the fact that in the United States, we have reduced every form of air pollution from 30 percent to 99 percent over the last 30 years. Early data for 2003 show that ozone has increased slightly, although emissions of pollution continue to fall. Because of a quirk in ozone chemistry, ozone levels can rise even as emissions fall; this will prove temporary -- ozone levels will be lower 10 years from now. Developing nations are showing signs of following the U.S. model; air pollution in Mexico and China appears to have peaked, and is about to start falling.

There are many environmental problems we don't understand as fully as air pollution. The most serious problem is species extinction and loss of wildlife habitat. Here, too, there is surprisingly good news to report. Conservation International stunned the environmental community with a study in 2003 that nearly half the world's land area is still wilderness. This suggests the possibility that we can find room for the needs of both humans and other wildlife.

This is because one of the favorite themes of doomsaying environmentalism is coming apart.

Remember the "population bomb"? It turned out to be a wet firecracker. Once again in 2003, the United Nations lowered its long-term population growth forecast. The United Nations has been lowering its population forecasts every year for the last decade, but no one seems to notice.

World population is now expected to peak sometime mid-century, and then very likely start to fall -- perhaps very rapidly. This will mean declining stresses on resources and land.

For all of our environmental concern, we still surprisingly lack reliable trend-line data for many environmental problems, especially on a global scale. The United Nations has an ambitious "Millennium Ecosystem Assessment Program" under way, but it is several years away from generating meaningful results.

In 2003, the United States launched its own "Global Change Research Program" to fill in gaps in our knowledge about crucial environmental cycles relating chiefly to water and climate change. While these efforts engage the talents of many environmental scientists, politically oriented environmental organizations are uninterested in this kind of research.

A proposal in Congress in 2003 to establish a Bureau of Environmental Statistics within the EPA was met with opposition from environmental lobbies in Washington, in part because they fear a serious attempt to gather data and fill in the gaps in our knowledge will reveal consistent environmental progress. That wouldn't do for direct-mail appeals based on imminent doom for the earth.

Know-nothingism and doomsaying is more profitable, and gets better headlines.

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Reuters

Iran Copes With Quake That Claimed 30,000 Lives 
TEHRAN, Iran, January 2, 2004 (ENS) - A severe earthquake registering magnitude 6.3 hit Iran’s southeastern province of Kerman early in the morning of December 26, 2003, catching most people still in their beds. 

The area most affected is the ancient desert city of Bam where at least 29,700 people died, an estimated 30,000 were injured and 100,000 were left homeless. 

Sixty percent of the houses are either badly damaged or destroyed, says the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC), which has undertaken a massive relief operation in Bam. 

Official revised government figures as of today indicate that approximately 28,000 burials were registered in the cities of Bam and Baravat. An additional 1,700 have been registered in 20 villages surrounding Bam. 

On Thursday, three people were found alive after being entombed in the rubble for six days. A nine year old girl, a pregnant woman, and a man were rescued, the state news agency IRNA reported. 

"The magnitude of the disaster caused the whole world to cry. We will never forget the name of Bam," said former Iranian president Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani at an heart-wrenching memorial ceremony in a Bam mosque, one of the few buildings not toppled in the quake. 

Today, international search and rescue efforts are winding down and the last international teams are expected to leave Bam, according to United Nations agencies. Relief workers are registering the affected people, issuing distribution cards and carrying out aid distribution. 

Iranian Red Crescent volunteers assist search and rescue efforts in Bam. (Photo by Farooq Burney courtesy IFRC)
Bulldozers and other heavy machinery have been moved in to clear the earthquake sites in search of corpses still buried in the rubble, and officials say the death toll could still rise as more bodies are found. 

Most people still remaining in the area have been allocated tents and have settled in the neighborhood of their former housing. The poor standard of construction with mud bricks is to blame for the high numbers of people killed in the quake, officials say. A special court has been established to investigate any illegal construction in the city. 

To assist survivors, three small temporary camps have been established on the outskirts of Bam, and people identified by the Iranian Red Crescent Society (IRCS) as most vulnerable have started to move into these camps. 

Three more permanent camps are planned for longer term rehabilitation. The first of these camps established by the Swiss relief team just outside Bam is to open tomorrow, according to the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs. 

Iranian authorities have requested the IRCS to take over the responsibility for the management of the camps in the area and ensure the necessary infrastructure within the camps. The details are currently being discussed. 

In the initial phase of the emergency the IRCS mobilized 8,500 relief workers, including search and rescue and medical teams, 725 vehicles, two helicopters and other technical equipment. 

Iranian authorities are planning to reopen the schools in the affected areas January 10, depending on the condition of the school buildings and availability of teachers. Some 23 school buildings have been destroyed more have been damaged in the quake. 

According to the Ministry of Health and Medical Education, the damage to the health facilities in Bam is extensive - 95 out of 96 health houses, all 23 health centers and two out of three hospitals that could house 250 beds - are destroyed or affected. Rehabilitation costs are estimated at US$40,000 per health house, US$200,000 per health center and US$60,000 per hospital bed. The Ministry invited donor countries and NGOs to each adopt a center. 

Psychiatric help for the large portion of the population affected by post-traumatic stress disorder has been mobilized through the Samariter Bund and Médecins Sans Frontières France. The Danish and Icelandic Red Cross societies will dispatch a joint psychosocial training team to the area with the purpose of training local IRCS volunteers in providing psychosocial support in the coming days. 

Iranian man huddles over a small fire amidst the rubble of Bam. (Photo by Farooq Burney courtesy IFRC)
The World Health Organization (WHO) has established disease surveillance for 17 priority diseases in all 12 zones of the city and surrounding areas managed by a neighboring university of medical sciences and health services in coordination with international NGOs. 

Daily coordination meetings take place where surveillance results are reported to the Ministry of Health and Medical Education. There have been no cases of diarrhea or any communicable disease reported to date. 

With cold night temperatures, inadequate water and sanitation, and insufficient care for the injured posing risks for the survivors of the earthquake, WHO has appealed for $3.5 million to buy supplies and rehabilitate health facilities to prevent further sickness and deaths. 

"The profound tragedy of thousands of people killed has caused emotional and psychological trauma for the tens of thousands of people who have survived," said WHO Director-General Lee Jong-wook. "It is now imperative to ensure their mental and physical well being to the fullest extent possible during this fragile period." 

The water situation could be worse. The IFRC fact finding team has ascertained that nine out of 11 boreholes supplying water to the city of Bam are still functional. The underground tanks situated two kilometers from Bam also appear to have withstood the earthquake. One of the two lines carrying water to the town is out of order and is only supplying 20 percent of the city. The rest of the city is supplied through 80 water trucks at 60 distribution points. 

The quality of the water has not yet been evaluated, however it is most likely that the water is clean and potable due to its nature and chlorine gas in the reservoirs. Biological analysis of the water will be made available by the IFRC within the next 24 hours. 

Twenty of the wells supplying the surrounding villages with water have been damaged and are out of use. Currently, some 60 villages in the region have to be supplied by external water and some 70 water tankers are circulating among them. The lack of water tankers has been identified so far as the major problem, but the expected arrival of a number of bladder tanks appears to be able to ease this problem, UN officials report. 

President George W. Bush has eased some sanctions on Iran to aid the relief effort, but stressed the move was not a policy shift. The United States will issue temporary licenses to individuals and nongovernmental organizations permitting the transfer of funds and export of specialized equipment to aid the victims, the White House announced Wednesday. The new procedures do not cover such humanitarian relief items as food, certain medicines, clothing, and tents, which do not require a license. 

Donors are offering financial help to the victims. As of today, the preliminary appeal launched by the IFRC seeking US$12,290,337 was covered by 43.3 percent. 

To seek more assistance from the international community, a flash appeal is being planned for a launch in Bam next week jointly by the national authorities and the United Nations Emergency Relief Coordinator. 

The UN Resident Coordinator for Iran visited the affected area yesterday and today and met with the Governor-General of Kerman, district authorities, the Director-General of IRCS, and the United Nations Disaster Assessment and Coordination team to prepare for the appeal. 

The flash appeal will cover food and logistics, water and sanitation, health and nutrition, protection of children and women, education, coordination, security, telecommunications, information, monitoring and evaluation, recovery, rehabilitation and reconstruction, shelter, and cultural heritage. 

A joint UN mission will further assess the sectoral needs before drafting the appeal. The assessment team composed of people from 11 UN agencies is expected to leave Tehran early on Saturday morning and return on Monday.

 __________________________________________________________________________________________

ROWA MEDIA UPDATE
Bahrain

Killer whales alert

KILLER whales may have been spotted in Bahrain's waters for the first time.

A group of eight dolphin watchers think they saw the huge mammals, also called orcas, while they were out on a boat trip.

They were said to measure up to 25 feet in length and were seen in shallow waters a few miles off the coast of Sitra.

However, pictures taken at the time are not conclusive and have provoked a mixed response from experts.

But for Briton Wayne Broadley and his seven friends, the sighting on December 19 was a once-in-a-lifetime experience - whether they were actual killer whales or not.

"We started looking for dolphins and someone said something about seeing a whale and I told him not to be silly," recalled Mr Broadley. "I then saw a huge dorsal fin - it looked about four feet high - and it was definitely bigger than a dolphin's.

"There were two of them and at first they looked as though they were feeding - one even came alongside my boat and the other went right underneath at one point." 

The sighting was at around 5.30pm just as the sun was setting.

One of Mr Broadley's friends, Canadian John Spicer, got his camera out and started taking photographs - one of which clearly shows a huge dorsal fin.

But the poor light conditions made it difficult to spot the distinctive black and white markings.

"When one came about four feet away from the boat, we saw its black and white markings with the white oval eye patch," said Mr Broadley.

"I said that they looked like killer whales, but I knew that they only went to cooler waters up north like Alaska. However, when one got real close to the boat we saw the markings."

Mr Broadley sent copies of the photographs to the Orca Survey at the Centre for Whale Research in Friday Harbour, Canada.

Orca Survey executive director and research biologist Kenneth Balcomb said that orcas can be found worldwide in all oceans and contiguous seas.

"I had never heard of sighting off the coast of Bahrain, but I am delighted to see the photographs," he told the GDN.

"They do appear to be orcas and the oval eyepatch described is diagnostic."

However, one local expert was less convinced and said it is a 99.9 per cent chance that orcas would not be seen in the Gulf - where the waters are generally shallow.

"But at this time of the year, with the water temperature cooler, it is possible that these mammals could have been what you call false killer whales or even pilot whales," said Bahrain-based environmental scientist and marine biologist Michael Arora, of Posford Haskoning Environment Gulf.

False killer whales are identical to orcas, but are smaller in size.

Experts in Dubai confirmed the whales' identity after seeing pictures and said it was possible that the falling water temperatures and the plentiful food available in the Gulf had attracted the pod of whales.

Killer whales, the largest members of the dolphin family, have distinctive jet-black and white markings making them relatively easy to identify.

Despite its name the killer whale has never been known to hurt humans in the wild.

They are called killer whales for their consumption of other marine mammals - such as young whales, sharks, seals and sea lions - and can be found primarily in cold ocean waters and occasionally in seas.

http://www.gulf-daily-news.com/arc_Articles.asp?Article=70644&Sn=BNEW&IssueID=26289
Tubli Bay land grab warning

Authorities pledged yesterday to stamp out illegal reclamation by land-owners in the eastern part of the Southern Governorate and Tubli Bay. Anyone illegally reclaiming land will be prosecuted, vowed the Works and Housing Ministry and the Public Commission for the Protection of Marine Resources, Environment and Wildlife.

The pledge came after a meeting between Southern Governor and commission head Shaikh Abdulla bin Hamad Al Khalifa and Works and Housing Minister Fahmi Al Jowder.

Reclamation in the eastern part of the governorate is a violation of the law and causes damage to the marine environment, including beaches, they said in a statement.

"Such damage will have a negative social and economic effect on citizens whose livelihood depend on fishing in those areas," said the statement. 

http://www.gulf-daily-news.com/arc_Articles.asp?Article=70475&Sn=BNEW&IssueID=26287
Yemen

Emergencies and environment disasters

Yemen is a poverty-stricken undeveloped country. It faces many environmental problems on a daily basis. Because there are no specialized studies, economic and human losses are not known, which are probably gross, and so is the amount of destruction of environmental systems due to various unreported incidents. 

Through complicated relations, environmental disasters are reflected in the economic, social, political, and environmental conditions of a country. In Yemen, the problem has a greater effect. A wide range of classes are affected by these disasters due to their limited incomes, indirectly impacted through economic system networks. The losses are doubled by the inefficiency in coping with the disasters, and preventing them from occurring. Weak legislation and other reasons can contribute to the grave losses.

The possibility of environmental disasters taking place is likely to occur in the short term due to the deterioration of environment systems, industrial growth, increases in using chemicals, and military conflicts. This in turn necessitates the creation of systems and mechanisms to minimize the losses to the largest possible extent. In the short run, finding out systems and preventive measures is important for increasing the safety of the future, as the proverb says, “Prevention is better than a cure.” 

Urban expansion and overpopulation aggravate the loss. The aftermaths of a disaster become worse when there are no combative measures, or when there is presence of weak governmental mechanisms. This, in turn leads to unpleasant results.

What are environmental emergencies?
According to UN’s definition, an environmental emergency is any dangerous unexpected incident or process that wreaks havoc on the environment and people. The consequences are higher than the plagued society’s average ability of withstanding it, and therefore external aid becomes necessary.

The most prominent sectors acting as potential environmental dangers are:
1. Water: A threat in the sense that it is the currency of floods, droughts, etc.
2. Geology: Earthquakes, volcanoes and landslides are potential events.
3. Technology: Radioactive and gas emissions, chemical leaks, general environmental pollution, petrol spills, infrastructure disintegration.
4. Multi-sector emergencies: The combination of the effects of more than one sector, like earthquakes resulting from nuclear experiments, or a high sea level and inundation due to climatic change.
Environmental disasters are divided, according to causes, into natural disasters and incidents resulting from human factors.

http://www.yobserver.com/search/results2.php?id=2886&issue=101
Arab states to negotiate environmental agreement 

A special workshop on liberating Arab environmental trade and services was held recently, organized by the technical secretariat of the Arab cabinet ministers and officials in the Environmental Programme of the United Nations in West Asia. The workshop came out with a number of recommendations, one of them for Arab states to start negotiations on the completion of a trade of environmental services agreement as quickly as possible, as well as to distribute environmental services throughout the nation. The workshop targeted discussion and elaboration on the position of the Arab states from the general trade agreement of services for the World Trade Organization, especially on deals for environmental services.

http://www.yobserver.com/search/results2.php?id=2888&issue=101

Qatar

Training workshop for SCENR staff
THE Supreme Council for Environment and Natural Reserves (SCENR) yesterday opened a five-day legal training workshop for its staff, in collaboration with the prosecutor’s office. 
Addressing the opening session, the council secretary-general Khalid Ghanem al-Ali said the workshop was the first of its kind being held with the prosecutor’s office. He hoped that this would train the participants on methods of inspecting and preparing legal reports on violations pertaining to environment. 
He said that it is a matter of great satisfaction that HH the Emir Sheikh Hamad bin Khalifa al-Thani has issued the decision No 42 of 2003 on the setting up of a separate prosecutor’s office for environmental affairs. 

In the light of this legal provision, he said, “we hope to handle effectively all activities pertaining to environment. We are not after people who violate the rules but we would like the public to be aware of the importance of rules of the environment.” 
The training programme is also being attended by 50 staff members from the public prosecutor’s office. They will be trained on legal inspection on all matters pertaining to marine, land, chemical and industrial materials radiation
http://www.gulf-times.com/
UAE

Slew of events to mark Environment Day

The Awareness and Environmental Education Committee of Sharjah is planning to set-up a specialised environmental library to mark the National Environment Day, to be observed on February 4, 2004. 

The committee will seek help from universities and colleges in the country in this regard. The panel wants educational institutions to provide the proposed library with graduation research projects of their students.

The decision was taken yesterday at a meeting of the committee held in Sharjah to discuss the programmes marking the day under the theme 'Pure Air for a Better Life'.

Dr Shubbar Ibrahim Al Wada’e, Executive Secretary General of the committee, chaired the meeting. Hana Al Suweidi, Deputy Chairman of the committee also attended the meeting.

The committee also discussed the environmental impact of an incident in Sharjah Creek involving burnt ships. It decided to launch awareness programmes to educate the public on how to deal with such situations and minimise their environmental consequences.

http://www.khaleejtimes.com/Displayarticle.asp?section=theuae&xfile=data/theuae/2003/december/theuae_december717.xml
Sharjah Environment Protection department inspects 115 sites

Last month, the Environment Protection Section of Sharjah Municipality inspected more than 115 sites in Sharjah to verify whether factories, garages, gold shops, among other establishments operating in the emirate, comply with the municipal regulations and rules pertaining to environment protection. 

According to Yihya Al Baloushi, head of the Environment Protection Section of Sharjah Municipality, inspectors are guiding owners of these establishments on how to preserve the environment.

He said the inspection campaigns, which were conducted during the last month, covered several areas including Sharjah city, Kalbaa, Diba Al Hosn, Khor Fakkan, and Al Dhaid.

http://www.khaleejtimes.com/Displayarticle.asp?section=theuae&xfile=data/theuae/2003/december/theuae_december711.xml

__________________________________________________________________________________________

DAILY PRESS BREIFING BY THE OFFICE OF THE SPOKESMAN FOR THE SECRETARY-GENERAL
The following is a near-verbatim transcript of today’s noon briefing by Fred Eckhard, Spokesman for the Secretary-General.
Good afternoon and Happy New Year to you.
**Secretary-General Visits Trinidad and Tobago
The Secretary-General interrupted his holiday today to pay an official visit to Trinidad and Tobago.  He arrived in Port of Spain this morning, where he will soon meet with the heads of UN agencies working in the country.

At 3 o’clock this afternoon -- which will be 2 p.m. New York time -- he will meet with Prime Minister Patrick Manning at the Prime Minister’s office.
He will meet with UN staff and then separately with representatives of the UN Association in the country.  And at 5:15 p.m., he will meet with leaders of the opposition United National Congress.  And this evening, he will have a private dinner with the Prime Minister.
The Secretary-General will return to New York over the weekend and will be back in the office next week.
We have no appointments scheduled so far for him for Monday, but that does not mean that he may not be coming in on Monday.
**Haiti's Bicentennial
In a statement issued on the occasion of yesterday’s bicentennial celebrations in Haiti, the Secretary-General called on Haitians to find a way to overcome the current political impasse in their country.
While noting the deep significance of Haitian independence in 1804 as the first step towards ending slavery in the Americas, the Secretary-General said there was now a need for Haitians to build consensus to pursue good governance, human rights and economic and social recovery.  He added that the United Nations stood ready to a play its part in building a better future for all Haitians.
**Brahimi, Afghan Delegations Hold Talks on Draft Constitution
In Kabul, the Special Representative of the Secretary-General in Afghanistan, Lakdar Brahimi, held meetings today with a number of delegates to the Loya Jirga who had asked for help to build consensus in the constitutional process.

He met with delegates from all regions, holding many different opinions, as well as with the President of the Loya Jirga and the President of the Government, Hamid Karzai.
According to the spokesman for Mr. Brahimi, the impression emerging from these meetings is that there may be a “workable consensus” in the making.
**Secretary-General’s Latest Report on Ethiopia-Eritrea
In a progress report on Ethiopia–Eritrea issued today, the Secretary-General warns that the situation between these two countries “remains difficult, even precarious”, and that he is concerned that a minor miscalculation by either side could have serious consequences.
He notes that while there are no evident signs of preparations for hostilities on either side of the Temporary Security Zone, recent inflammatory rhetoric, particularly in Eritrea, has done nothing to advance the peace process.
The Secretary-General reiterates that a fundamental requirement for peace lies in an early demarcation of the border between Ethiopia and Eritrea.  In this respect, he welcomes Eritrea’s cooperation with the Boundary Commission and regrets Ethiopia’s failure to do likewise.  He also reminds the parties that an open channel of communication at all levels is absolutely necessary.
And while acknowledging that Eritrea has certain reservations about initiating a dialogue with Ethiopia until the border has been demarcated, the Secretary-General notes that such a dialogue may be the only way to overcome the current impasse before the situation further deteriorates. 
Finally, the Secretary-General calls on all Member States and organizations concerned to remain engaged in the Eritrea-Ethiopia peace process and to maintain a unity of purpose.
**UN Volunteers to Assist with Presidential Elections in Georgia
UN Volunteers will be in Georgia this weekend to help facilitate a free and fair presidential election.

Six volunteers were deployed in Georgia the week before Christmas -– their presence follows a request from the UN Development Programme (UNDP) office in Georgia for assistance in areas such as voter education and registration, support to media centres, as well as electoral monitoring and observation.
The UN Volunteer office in Tbilisi has confirmed that all necessary preparations have been completed and the infrastructure has been put in place to guarantee an election free of irregularities.  We have more information on that upstairs.

**Questions and Answers
Question:  Any confirmation from the American side on the three-way talks set for 19 January?

Spokesman:  We’ve had no further word from the United States or the Coalition Provisional Authority concerning the Secretary-General’s proposal for a three-way meeting on the 19th.

Question:  Fred, apparently Eritrea had rejected a role for [former Canadian Foreign Minister] Lloyd Axworthy, who had been asked by the United Nations to help reconcile the two sides.  Do you have any comment on that?

Spokesman:  We do not comment during the process of selection of any special representative or any other envoy by the Secretary-General until that process has been completed.  So I would have nothing to say about any individual in that role or any contacts the Secretary-General might have had with the two governments.

Question:  So that appointment has not yet been officially made?  Because Ethiopia apparently said they would welcome (Mr. Axworthy’s role) and Eritrea said that it would not.

Spokesman:  It has not been made.  No decision had been taken.  There may be a consultation process under way, but until it is completed, I will have nothing to say.

Welcome to 2004.  I look forward to working with you.  Thanks.

* *** *



UNEP and the Executive Director in the News





� HYPERLINK  \l "Meadows" ��The Hindu – Looming threat to aquatic meadows�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Delegates" ��The New York Times - Wanted: Young Delegates�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Pollution" ��The Times (Malta) – Pollution spreads as ecopomies boom�


� HYPERLINK  \l "Desertification" ��Khaleej Times - Cabinet approves action plan to combat desertification�
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