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Newsflash:  The U.S. Congress recently passed legislation to authorize spending of up to $5 million per year to support foreign governments' programs to protect endangered sea turtles.  The bill was modeled after earlier legislation aimed at conserving elephants, rhinoceroses, tigers, great apes and migratory birds.  Under the bill, the U.S. Secretary of the Interior would decide where to spend the money – up to $5 million a year in fiscal years 2005-2009 – based on applications by foreign governments.  Grants might pay for monitoring of trade in turtle products, tracking the movement of sea turtles by satellite, protecting nesting beaches, or trying to stop poaching.  The bill still requires the President’s signature to become law.

Wanted! Seas and Oceans: Dead or Alive?

Urgent need to protect, sustainably manage oceans and seas

Text of Secretary-General Kofi Annan's message on World Environment Day, 5 June 2004:
The marine environment is facing challenges that, if not addressed immediately and effectively, will have profound implications for sustainable development. The theme of World Environment Day 2004 – "Wanted! Seas and Oceans: Dead or Alive?" – emphasizes that society can no longer view the world's seas as a convenient dumping ground for our waste, or as an unlimited source of plenty.

The facts are clear. The world's seas and oceans are becoming increasingly tainted by untreated waste water, airborne pollution, industrial effluent and silt from inadequately managed watersheds. Nitrogen overload from fertilizers is creating a growing number of oxygen-starved "dead zones" in coastal waters across the globe. Marine litter is killing up to a million seabirds and 100,000 sea mammals and turtles each year. With more than 40 per cent of the human population already living within 60 kilometres of a coast, and the proportion growing, these problems are likely only to increase. Moreover, despite the growing reach and intensity of commercial fishing operations, total global fish catch is declining. Nearly three quarters of world fish stocks are being harvested faster than they can reproduce.

There is an urgent need for concerted action, on land and sea, at the national, regional and international levels. Mechanisms already exist, including the Global Plan of Action for the Protection of the Marine Environment from Land-based Activities, the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea, and United Nations Food and Agricultural Organization action plans for fisheries. Nevertheless, the continuing depletion of the world's fish stocks and the increasing degradation of the marine environment indicate that these and other instruments, binding or non-binding, are not being sufficiently implemented and enforced.

Less than two years ago, at the World Summit on Sustainable Development, governments committed to time-bound goals to end unsustainable fishing practices, restore depleted fish stocks, establish a regular global assessment of the marine environment, and create a representative network of marine protected areas. This last goal, to be achieved by 2012, is particularly important. Less than .5 per cent of marine habitats are protected – compared with 11.5 per cent of global land area. Yet studies show that protecting critical marine habitats, such as warm- and cold-water coral reefs, seagrass beds and mangroves, can dramatically increase fish size and quantity, with obvious benefits to large-scale commercial as well as local fisheries.

On this World Environment Day, I urge governments, businesses and individuals everywhere to show renewed respect for the seas and oceans from whence all life on earth originated. Let us all do our utmost to ensure that the world's most prolific natural resource is protected and sustainably managed for generations to come.  

Related news about marine turtles: Fake sharks could save turtles from fish hooks, says U.N.
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Thailand Prepares to Host XV International AIDS Conference

During the week of July 11-16, up to 20,000 healthcare professionals, scientists, policy-makers, educators and activists will meet in Bangkok at the XV International AIDS Conference.  Ambassador Randall L. Tobias, the Coordinator for U.S. Government Activities to Combat HIV/AIDS Globally, will lead the U.S. delegation.  The biennial conference is organized by the International AIDS Society and the Thai Ministry of Public Health, with UNAIDS, three international community networks: ICW, ICASO, GNP+ and TNCA, a conglomerate of Thai AIDS NGOs.  The conference theme is “Access for All,” and portions of the conference will be available for viewing by all on the internet.  The official webcaster of the conference is www.kaisernetwork.org.  HIV science and medicine coverage and continuing medical education (CME) activities coverage will be provided by www.medscape.com/hiv-aidshome.  Health & Development Networks will provide on-site coverage, analysis and commentary of the conference through a team of 55 developing country-based Key Correspondents at www.hdnet.org.  Extensive coverage of conference news and events will also be available through the official conference website: www.aids2004.org.  
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U.S. Embassy Bangkok Completes AIDS Awareness Training

At their HIV/AIDS Chiefs of Mission Conference in Bangkok in July 2003, eleven U.S. Ambassadors in Southeast Asia decided to carry out HIV/AIDS awareness training for all U.S. government employees under their authority.  Embassy Bangkok recently completed mission-wide mandatory training as a result of the conference’s plan of action statement.  

Twenty-three classes were held between April 8 and May 7 in Bangkok, Chiang Mai and Udorn.  Over 1,000 employees attended the training, which was conducted by the Thailand Business Coalition on AIDS (TBCA).  With the plan to make this program standard annual training, some employees were also trained as trainers.  Training sessions comprised a series of short presentations interspersed with interactive demonstrations and group exercises.  The final, most poignant presentation was by a local person living with HIV/AIDS.  The thought of a three-hour training session elicited much groaning prior to attendance, but the feedback of the training participants was almost universally positive.  Participants were impressed with the quality of the training and surprised by how much they learned about HIV/AIDS from this training.  

In light of the overwhelming success of the HIV/AIDS training sessions, Embassy Bangkok is planning to provide a similar training session for family members to increase safety and awareness of the worsening HIV/AIDS pandemic.  We are happy to share the details of our training experience with other embassies in the region.
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NGO Spotlight:  Asian Business Coalition on AIDS

The business community has unique advantages to offer the global struggle against HIV/AIDS.  Productive workers make up one of the most vulnerable populations.  Businesses have a captive audience when providing training to these workers.  Businesses can also leverage existing resources to effectively advance HIV/AIDS prevention programs.  Perhaps most importantly, education and prevention programs increase productivity, so that prevention programs are not costs, but rather investments in each company’s human resources.  

The Global Business Coalition on HIV/AIDS (GBC) is a global organization leading the business fight against HIV/AIDS.  As HIV/AIDS should be a core business issue for every company, the rapidly expanding alliance of international companies uses the business sector's unique position and expertise to combat the AIDS epidemic.  

The Asian Business Coalition on AIDS (ABC on AIDS) is a regional network of companies that aim to prevent and control HIV/AIDS in the workplace and non-profit organizations that provide technical services on HIV/AIDS, such as training.  The utilization of corporate resources, such as management and marketing know-how, distribution and supply networks and funds, is key to effective prevention of HIV/AIDS in the workplace.  Businesses can minimize the socio-economic costs of the AIDS epidemic by educating workforces, implementing non-discriminatory policies and partnering with the public sector and civil society to provide medical care to HIV-positive employees. By doing so, businesses are able to promote the important message that people living with HIV/AIDS can lead positive and productive lives.

The Thailand Business Coalition on AIDS (TBCA) was established in 1993 as the first business coalition of its kind in the world and coordinates the Asian Business Coalition on AIDS.  TBCA has partnered with more than 1,300 corporations in Thailand, including national and international companies from the manufacturing, hospitality, banking and pharmaceutical sectors.  TBCA works to accomplish 2 objectives:

1) To promote clear, non-discriminatory workplace policies and education programs to business.

2) To bring corporate resources, such as human capital, management skills and funds, to assist in HIV/AIDS prevention.

To achieve these objectives, TBCA pursues a strategy that emphasizes HIV/AIDS as a management issue, to be managed just as any other business issue, without discrimination.
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NGO Spotlight:  Mekong River Commission Moves to Vientiane

Since December 2002, the U.S. has worked to strengthen the Mekong River Commission for Sustainable Development (MRC), Southeast Asia's most significant regional environmental institution.  Through the Office of Foreign Disaster Assistance and the U.S.-Asia Environmental Partnership, USAID has provided technical support to the MRC, and we are currently negotiating a Memorandum of Understanding to further advance technical cooperation between the U.S. and the MRC.  

Through the MRC, member states Cambodia, Laos, Thailand and Vietnam—riparian countries along Southeast Asia's most important river—cooperate in all fields of sustainable development, utilization, management and conservation of the water and related resources of the Mekong River Basin, such as navigation, flood control, fisheries, agriculture, hydropower and environmental protection.  The MRC provides the only long-standing cooperative forum for resolving disputes and managing the growing demands on this most vital shared resource.  Without cooperation fostered by the MRC, the Mekong's wealth could easily become the subject of regional disputes, and might ultimately lead to regional instability.

In recent years, the MRC progressed from a project-oriented regional collaboration into an internationally recognized environmental conservation, management and sustainable development institution.  However, the MRC is at a critical point in its evolution.  As a part of its organizational structure, the MRC secretariat relocated in June 2004 from Phnom Penh, Cambodia, to Vientiane, Lao PDR.  REO Bangkok continues to support the MRC and its vital role as a major building block in the work toward peaceful integration of Southeast Asia, one of the fastest growing and most environmentally and socially vulnerable regions in the world.  
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Regime Change for REO Bangkok

In July, Bangkok will host the world’s largest conference on HIV/AIDS, and coverage of this event will be the last major project for Ted Osius in his position as Regional Environmental Affairs Officer for the Southeast Asia/Pacific hub.  During his tenure, Ted focused on a variety of crosscutting issues.  In the area of environmental law enforcement, he organized the first environmental law enforcement program at the International Law Enforcement Academy (ILEA) in Bangkok, and helped fund the Southeast Asia Wildlife Protection Training Center.  In the area of health, he organized a Chiefs of Mission conference on HIV/AIDS, which led to a major policy declaration and regional training programs, and he organized Embassy Bangkok’s HIV/AIDS Task Force, which coordinates research, prevention, treatment and care activities among the many U.S. agencies working toward the same goals.  In the area of transboundary water resources, he strengthened the Mekong River Commission through diplomatic and technical support.  He helped fund and implement environmental projects in Southeast Asia and the Pacific through the OESI and EAPEI programs, among others.  

Embassy Bangkok and the rest of the hub missions look forward to welcoming the new REO for Southeast Asia and the Pacific, Jim Waller.  Jim has been in the Foreign Service 12 years with postings to Mumbai, Seoul, Ho Chi Minh City, and Washington, DC on the Sri Lanka desk.  Prior to joining the Foreign Service, Jim worked as a clinical microbiologist and parasitologist for the Peace Corps in Nepal, for the International Rescue Committee in East Africa, and for Glaxo-SmithKline Laboratories in the U.S.   He also published a book in 1989 about the Ethiopian famine.  Jim arrives in August for his first tour in Thailand, and will discover quickly the challenges and rewards of having a portfolio of 25 countries.  Welcome, Jim!  
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Upcoming Events

• XV International AIDS Conference, Bangkok, July 11-16, 2004 www.aids2004.org
• Meeting of the Mekong River Commission Joint Committee, Dialogue Meeting of the MRC and MRC Informal Donors Meeting, Vientiane, August 24-27 http://www.mrcmekong.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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