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The U.S. Department of State’s Southeast Asia/Pacific Regional Environmental Office publishes this newsletter for informational purposes only, and the articles contained herein should not be construed as official U.S. government position.  
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Newsflash:  The East Asia and Pacific Environmental Initiative (EAPEI) received $1.74 million in funding for FY2004.  Since 1998, EAPEI has built an impressive record in fire management, forestry, conserving coral reefs and fisheries, and curbing the illegal wildlife trade. Projects proposals are under review and embassies will be asked for input in April.  For more information:  http://eapei.home.att.net/
EPA and Thailand MONRE Extend Technical Cooperation

Dr. Plodprasop Suraswadi, Permanent Secretary of the Royal Thai Government Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment (MONRE), and Judith E. Ayres, Assistant Administrator for International Affairs, U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), signed an agreement extending U.S.-Thai environmental cooperation from 2004 to 2009. 

The agreement extends for five years an ongoing Agreement for Technical Cooperation in the Field of Environmental Protection between MONRE and the EPA. The extension agreement will provide a continuing framework to promote scientific and technological cooperation and collaboration in the field of environmental protection for the mutual benefit of both countries. 

Over the past four years, EPA and MONRE have worked together under the Agreement to address a range of issues, including air quality in urban centers, best practices for environmental laboratory management, proper handling of hazardous wastes, and environmental modeling and risk assessment. 

Continuing cooperative efforts between Thailand and the United States to address air pollution, water pollution, and pollution from toxic substances will result in direct benefits to Thailand and to the global environment. Regarding diesel emissions, for example, proper retrofit technologies combined with the use of lower-sulfur fuels, sound inspection and maintenance regimes, will reduce Thailand's air quality problems. The U.S. can contribute advanced pollution control technologies, especially diesel retrofit technologies, and also assist with promoting adoption of effective drinking water treatment and water quality monitoring technologies. Additionally, EPA's cooperative efforts with MONRE on risk assessment and chemicals management will help reduce improper storage and unintentional release of Persistent Organic Pollutants (POPs) and other toxic substances in Thailand.

Cooperation in environmental protection, sustainable development, improvement in environmental quality, risk assessment, community involvement and access to technical expertise benefits all parties involved, and is part of the vision shared by Thailand and the United States for the future of this valuable collaboration. The extension of the technical cooperation agreement between MONRE and EPA facilitates the on-going partnership in these areas between Thailand and the United States through the year 2009. 
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Avian Influenza Outbreak Hits Region

Current reports indicate that at least 22 people and 80 million birds have died as a result of the recent outbreak of H5N1 highly pathogenic avian influenza in Asia.  Cambodia, China, Hong Kong, Indonesia, Japan, Korea, Laos, Pakistan, Taiwan, Thailand and Viet Nam have confirmed outbreaks of H5 virus in poultry.  Viet Nam and Thailand are, so far, the only countries with confirmed human cases.  The World Health Organization, Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, World Organization for Animal Health, U.S. Centers for Disease Control, U.S. Agency for International Development and other organizations are assisting affected nations.  The outbreak’s toll in human, animal and economic terms is already vast, but the greatest concern for global health remains the possibility that the virus will mutate or combine with a human influenza strain to become highly transmissible between humans.  Researchers have not confirmed any such efficient human transmission of H5, but fear that an outbreak like the pandemic of 1918 may start with a zoonotic (animal to human) virus like H5.  For more information: www.who.int, www.cdc.gov, www.oie.int, www.fao.org  
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Giant Lao Hydropower Project Inches Forward

Debate continues about the Nam Theun 2 dam and hydropower project in Lao PDR, a USD $1.1 billion, 1,070-megawatt hydroelectric dam.  According to the World Bank, “the Government of Lao PDR has asked the World Bank to consider supporting the Nam Theun II hydroelectric power project.  This project has been under consideration by the Lao government and various developers since the late 1980s.  The proposed project would generate electricity mainly for export to Thailand, with most of the revenues used in Laos for poverty reduction and environmental protection activities.”  

Electricité de France, which had pulled the plug on the project in July 2003, is back in the coalition of developers, and Thailand inked a key commitment to become the dam’s largest electricity customer.  On November 8, 2003, the Electricity Generating Authority of Thailand (EGAT) belatedly signed a Power Purchase Agreement (PPA) with the Nam Theun 2 Power Company Limited (NTPC), committing to purchase a vast majority of the power generated by the dam.  The World Bank explains:  “The signing of the PPA commits NTPC to secure project financing within 18 months (May 2005).  The World Bank is working with the Government on the remaining due diligence work that is mandated to comply with the Bank’s safeguard policies within this timeframe.”  Without a USD $100 million partial risk guarantee by the World Bank, the project remains in doubt.  The World Bank will only provide such a guarantee when it determines that the overall plan meets its requirements for a sound development framework focusing on poverty reduction and environmental protection, technical and economic security, and increased transparency by the Lao PDR – important goals which require strict oversight.  
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NGO Spotlight:  WRI Launches World Resources 2002-2004

On January 29, 2004, World Resources Institute (WRI), an environmental think-tank based in Washington, DC, presented the Thailand launch of the publication “World Resources 2002-2004,” the tenth in a series of reports.  World Resources 2002-2004 is a 315-page book that discusses environmental governance in terms of public participation and access, the role of civil society, decentralization, and the compatibility of environmental governance with sustainable development.  It is produced through a partnership between UNDP, UNEP, World Bank and WRI.  It contains a wealth of data and case studies to back up its conclusions—that good environmental governance is based on access, participation, transparency, cooperation and equity, and that these things are not incompatible with sustainable development, but rather are essential to it.  The report is available for download online at: http://pubs.wri.org/pubs_description.cfm?PubID=3764 

WRI is also a core partner of The Access Initiative (AI), which is designed around the goals of Principle 10 of the Rio Declaration, adopted by 178 nations in 1992.  It provides an assessment system to measure public access to environmental decision-making in an individual nation and across nations.  Nine pilot studies—Chile, Hungary, India, Indonesia, Mexico, South Africa, Thailand, Uganda and the U.S.—were completed in 2001-2002.  In 2002, WRI published a 156-page report of the network and pilot national assessments called “Closing the Gap.”  
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NGO Spotlight:  Global Witness Publishes Report on Burma Forests

Based in London, Global Witness is a watchdog NGO that conducted primary research over a period of three years in Thailand, China and Burma.  With the data from this research, Global Witness published the 125-page “A Conflict of Interests: The Uncertain Future of Burma’s Forests” in October 2003.  According to its mission statement, “Global Witness campaigns to achieve real change by challenging established thinking on seemingly intractable global issues.  We work to highlight the link between the exploitation of natural resources and human rights abuses, particularly where the resources such as timber, diamonds and oil are used to fund and perpetuate conflict and corruption.”  The publication is a fascinating behind-the-scenes look at a nation and its government that is isolated from most of the world, and is therefore left to seek survival in the unsustainable plunder of its natural resources with the complicity of neighboring consumer nations.  The report is available for download online at: www.globalwitness.org/reports/show.php/en.00046.html 
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Great Barrier Reef Faces Major Coral Destruction

SYDNEY - Australia's Great Barrier Reef will lose most of its coral cover by 2050 and, at worst, the world's largest coral system could collapse by 2100 because of global warming, according to a study by Queensland University's Center for Marine Studies.  Commissioned by the Worldwide Fund for Nature, the report maintains that coral destruction on the Great Barrier Reef is inevitable due to global warming, regardless of what actions are taken now.  "Under the worst-case scenario, coral populations will collapse by 2100 and the re-establishment of coral reefs will be highly unlikely over the following 200-500 years," said the report entitled "Implications of Climate Change for Australia's Great Barrier Reef."  The Great Barrier Reef is the world's largest living reef formation stretching 2,000 km (1,300 miles) north to south along Australia's northeast coast.  

"Only if global average temperature change is kept to below two degrees Celsius can the Reef have any chance of recovering from the predicted damage," the report said.  Coral has a narrow comfort zone and is highly stressed by a temperature rise of less than one degree Celsius.  Water temperature rises of less than one degree coincided with the world's worst recorded coral bleaching episode in 1988.  With bleaching, the warmer water forces out the algae that give coral its color and, if all are lost, the coral dies and the reef will crumble.  In 1998, 16 percent of the world's coral died, with 46 percent of the Indian Ocean coral destroyed.  

Scientists project water temperatures to rise this century by between two and six degrees Celsius.  "There is little to no evidence that corals can adapt fast enough to match even the lower projected temperature rise," said the Australian report.  It said that by 2050 the Great Barrier Reef would annually experience stress levels higher than those witnessed in 1998 and, by 2100, stress levels globally for coral would be several times higher than 1998.  "Coral cover will decrease to less than five percent on most reefs (in the Great Barrier Reef) by the middle of the century under even the most favorable assumptions," said the report.  "Reefs will not disappear but they will be devoid of coral and dominated by other less appealing species, such as seaweed."  

The report said that over-fishing and pollution from coastal farms were also contributing to the destruction of coral on the Great Barrier Reef.  It estimated that destruction of the Reef's coral could end up costing the Australian economy A$8 billion ($6.2 billion) and more than 12,000 jobs by 2020.  The Great Barrier Reef supports huge fishing and tourism industries. Even under favorable conditions tourists would only be able to experience real corals in reef "theme parks," it said.  

Reuters Australia, February 24, 2004

[Note:  One commentator observed that this report is a worst-case scenario, that evidence shows some coral species exhibit a “hardening” ability to temperature changes, and that resilient or temperature-tolerant species could recolonize reef areas affected by temperature.]
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HIV/AIDS Awareness Training

At their HIV/AIDS Chiefs of Mission Conference in Bangkok in July 2003, U.S. Ambassadors in Southeast Asia decided to carry out HIV/AIDS awareness training for all U.S. government employees.  In their Plan of Action, dated July 1, 2003, the Ambassadors wrote:

We commit to making our missions model workplaces on HIV/AIDS.  We welcome the Department of State’s HIV/AIDS workplace policy, and reaffirm our commitment to involving every person at post – Foreign Service Officers, Locally Engaged Staff, and Civil Servants – in implementing the policy.  We recommit ourselves to establishing a task force on HIV/AIDS at our posts and to conducting HIV/AIDS awareness training for every person under our authority.

A committee consisting of FSN and American employees from State, CDC, AFRIMS, and USAID was formed to determine the best possible way to provide this training within the Bangkok Mission.  Similar training was provided in 1992 and 1997.  The Committee decided that using professional trainers and holding smaller classes would be more effective this time.  After conducting a thorough research, the Committee identified the Thailand Business Coalition on AIDS (TBCA) as the most suitable organization to conduct HIV/AIDS awareness training for the Bangkok Mission.  TBCA has been conducting this type of training for diplomatic missions, international organizations, and private companies including the British Embassy and UN since 1994.  
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Upcoming Events

• UNITAR Session on Sustainable Water Resource Management, Kuala Lumpur, March 15, 2004

• Asia Region Climate and Energy Workshop, Kuala Lumpur, March 16-17, 2004

• Second Regional HIV/AIDS Workshop with Royal Thai Army, Bangkok, March 22-26, 2004

• XV International AIDS Conference, Bangkok, July 11-16, 2004  www.aids2004.org
• 13th meeting of the Conference of the Parties to CITES, Bangkok, October 2-14, 2004  www.cites.org
• Third IUCN World Conservation Congress, Bangkok, November 17-25, 2004  www.iucn.org
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