ADDRESS BY THE EXECUTIVE SECRETARY OF THE UNITED NATIONS ECONOMIC COMMISSION FOR AFRICA, ABDOULIE JANNEH, AT THE OPENING OF THE WORKSHOP ON CLIMATE INFORMATION FOR DEVELOPMENT IN AFRICA, ADDIS ABABA, ETHIOPIA, 18-21 APRIL 2006.

Your Excellency, Asfaw Dingamo, the Hon. Minister of Water Resources of the Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia,
The President of the World Meteorological Organisation Regional Association for Africa
Chairman and Director of the Global Climate Observing System,
Excellencies,

Distinguished Participants,

Ladies and Gentlemen

It is a pleasure to welcome you to Addis Ababa and to the opening of this workshop on climate information for development in Africa.  

As you are all aware, in September 2000, the Member States of the United Nations adopted the Millennium Declaration, and thereby committed themselves collectively to making the right to development a reality for everyone, and to free the human race from want. They acknowledged that progress should be based on sustainable economic growth, which must focus on the poor. At the same time, the Declaration set eight Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), and called for the promotion of “a coordinated strategy, tackling many problems simultaneously across a broad front” in order to meet them by 2015. 

In that context, the environmental issues, which you will be addressing over the next four days, are without doubt an essential element of a comprehensive approach to achieving the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), especially here in Africa. 

Moreover, following the commitment made in the 2005 World Summit Outcome document to address the serious challenge posed by climate change through the creation of a worldwide early warning system for all natural hazards, this workshop provides a timely opportunity to consider how climate information can be effectively used in support of efforts to achieve the MDGS in this region as well as the actions that must now be taken on the ground.
Excellencies,

Distinguished Ladies and Gentlemen:

The imperative for action is clear. In recent years, humanity has had to contend with an increasing spate of weather-related disaster risks, such as floods, droughts, hurricanes, heat waves, cold spells, and landslides, all attributed to climate variability and change. Africa’s situation is so critical, due to drought and flood, that a recent report of the US National Intelligence Council says some African countries are “so burdened by their extreme climate-related problems of health and disease, and poor geographic position that it is not clear that any economic model offers them a path towards development”. 

Droughts impact human livelihoods directly through crop loss that can lead to famine if alternative food sources are not available. This is a predicament of particular concern right now to our host country, Ethiopia and many of its neighbours in this sub-region. In that regard, your discussions at this workshop will not be a mere intellectual exercise for the onus is now on all of us to work harder to find solutions to tackle the immediate causes and consequences of drought in this region and elsewhere in Africa.

We also know that there are often further challenges down the line as a result of droughts. Indirectly, water shortage contributes to the proliferation of diseases, as people lack water for basic hygiene. Furthermore, if the drought persists, people are often forced to migrate, resulting in a refugee population and the multiple health problems faced in refugee camps. The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) estimates that about 800 million people in the developing world do not have enough to eat, and that although food production is still on the rise, such increases are mainly in the developed world, where production subsidies play an important role.

For Africa, where farmers bear the brunt of the subsidies given to their counterparts in the developed world, the other extreme to droughts has been floods. Floods reduce the asset base of households, communities, and countries by destroying standing crops, dwellings, infrastructure, machinery and buildings. In some cases, the effect is dramatic, as in the case of Mozambique in 2000 where flooding cost 700 lives, left half a million people homeless, and caused the country’s promising economic growth rate to fall from eight percent to two percent that year. 

Ladies and Gentlemen

The irony is that floodplains also come with enormous advantages. The fertile alluvial soil of floodplains is ideal for higher crop yields and helps reduce vulnerability of the floodplain occupant to a wide range of other risks, such as drought. Furthermore, floodplains typically support very high densities of human settlement, and the gross domestic product per square kilometer is high in countries whose territories are comprised mostly of floodplains. An example is the Netherlands, which has the highest GDP per square kilometer in Europe.

These two extremes also have a direct impact on Africa’s freshwater, an essential driver of terrestrial and aquatic ecosystems. Freshwater ecosystems such as ponds, lakes, wetlands and river channels provide support for aquatic and terrestrial wildlife, and supply environmental goods and services. Thus, for millions of people, particularly in the rural areas, who depend directly on natural resources or benefit from ecosystems, providing water for the environment and for people is one and the same thing. For them, as with the rest of us, water makes the difference between hunger and buoyancy.

Yet, according to some climate scenario analysis, more people will face the risk of hunger by 2080, due to the effect of future climate change. Indeed, the GDP of the agricultural sector in the developing regions, especially in Africa, would be negatively impacted by climate change, and since high-tech solutions do not always reach poorer farmers who rely on rain for crop sustenance, they will pay the highest price.

The FAO says while climate change is not expected to depress global food availability in the next three decades, it may increase the dependence of developing countries on food imports and accentuate food insecurity for vulnerable groups and countries. Other studies show that 13 African countries, which already have 87 million undernourished people, may loose cereal production potential in the 2080s for three climate models and across all the emission scenarios. 

Excellencies:

While diversification is a natural strategy for spreading risk across several enterprises, such strategies are only effective if the risk does not co-vary across the enterprises involved, which in fact often happens in rural Africa. Many sectors of the African economy depend indirectly on agriculture and when shocks arise, they affect all farms.

It is a cause and effect scenario, which indicates that vulnerability, is maintained by economic and other conditions. It is reproduced by the activities that either sustain unsafe living conditions for some or dis-empower them; changing only if those conditions are transformed. 

It also shows that vulnerability is the product of many processes, including poverty, marginalization, social instability, conflict, environmental degradation and floodplain settlement.. 

An emerging body of evidence indicates that natural resources mismanagement contributes to the vulnerability of human systems to disaster, and that enhanced management can provide a tool for its reduction.

ECA is aware that managing climate-related disaster risks is key to achieving the MDGs. For example, the lack of information about the onset, intensity and cessation of rainfall may cause farmers to lose their assets including crops and even seed, affecting the livelihoods of many African homes. Sustainable livelihoods, food security, poverty reduction and sustainable environmental management are therefore linked to climate variability and extremes. 

Available evidence shows that climate information can be developed with risk managers for addressing specific problems. Specifically, climate information can be used to manage risks related to farm-level agriculture, food insecurity, livestock trade, and reservoir operation. 

In the case of farm-level agriculture for instance, experience shows that the most serious problems confronting the farmers include inadequate or unreliable rainfall, as well as lack of knowledge, and that seasonal rainfall forecasts could enhance viable management responses related to the timing and method of land preparation, crop and cultivar selection, planting strategy, weeding and soil fertility management as well as pest management, and other critical agricultural factors. In the same way, climate forecasts on possible droughts and food shortages can help governments and humanitarian agencies plan ahead for timely assistance.

However, the value of climate risk management is fundamentally dependent on the quantity and quality of the basic climate observations that are available.  In Africa, we have seen that some of our important networks are deteriorating and that others have never been extensive enough to allow for the risk management that is required to optimize sustainable development.

A critical requirement of sustainable development is the capacity to design policy measures that exploit synergies between economic growth objectives and those focused on the environment in accordance with national strategies. 

In that regard, climate change mitigation strategies offer a clear example of co-coordinated and harmonized policies that take advantage of such synergies. This is why this workshop is very crucial. It is a worthwhile investment, fundamental to all development projects in high-risk areas in Africa. 

As you embark on this serious task, over the next few days, I therefore urge you to come up with recommendations on ways to mainstream climate risk management into national policy-making processes in Africa. As you do this, I urge you to give proper consideration to the creation of appropriate communication and information channels so that the elements that make up policies at different levels can operate in a mutually reinforcing manner. I also wish to exhort this workshop to look into the possibility convening of “training of trainers” workshops on the climate dimensions of risk management at the various sub-regional offices of ECA and IDEP, so that in the near future,  the capacity of African countries in climate risk management can be further developed..

Excellencies

Ladies and Gentlemen

On a final note, let me seize this opportunity to reiterate that ECA is proud to be in this partnership because of the significant contribution that climate risk management can make to our mutual quest to attain the MDGs and help African countries develop and implement homegrown solutions to some of the challenges facing the continent. 

I wish to to thank our development partners, particularly in the G8 countries, who have manifested their willingness to support the climate risk management initiative in the Commission for Africa Report, and in their various ministerial and summit declarations. I thank you for your attention and wish you fruitful deliberations.
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