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Professor Gaye, Professor Ngom, Ambassador Roth, and Professor Sall, you are most kind to honor us by joining in opening our workshop, the second workshop for projects of Assessments of Impacts and Adaptations to Climate Change (AIACC) in Africa and the islands of the Indian Ocean. I am pleased to be here in Dakar at the kind invitation of Professor Gaye, our host for this four-day workshop. On behalf of START, the Third World Academy of Sciences, and AIACC, I thank Professor Gaye, his colleagues, and the University for the hard work that they have done to host the workshop.

The world in which we live is one of many risks, of which climatic hazards are one important contributor. Variability and extremes in rainfall, temperatures, and winds place stresses on human societies and the resources we use and value. We have learned to cope with, manage and adapt to the risks of a variable climate. But we have done this with varying degrees of success, and not without hardship and loss. 

Now the climate is changing. In the last century, humans have changed the climate through our emissions of pollutants and uses of land that have altered the chemistry of the atmosphere. The Earth has warmed and other changes in climate have been observed and documented. The activities that have changed the climate are continuing and are adding momentum to the changes that we will see in coming years.

Of what importance is this to Africa?  A region where approximately 200 million people are undernourished, where too many live in poverty, do not have access to clean water, suffer from poor health and are refugees from violence? 

A recent report prepared by the African Development Bank, the World Bank and other agencies examined this question. Their conclusion: “climate change poses a serious risk to poverty reduction and threatens to undo decades of development efforts.”

Climate change will alter, indeed is altering, the productivity of land for producing food, and forage. It will alter the geographic and temporal patterns of drought and flood and the availability of water. It will alter the ecology of infectious and water borne disease transmission. It will place coastal populations and infrastructure at risk from sea level rise and coastal storms. All these will impact upon the livelihoods of people everywhere. 

But it is in the developing world where people are particularly vulnerable to these impacts. And it is in the developing world where the stakes are highest. We cannot afford to allow climate risks to erode what has been and can be achieved in reducing poverty and promoting development that is sustainable and equitable.

Nor can we afford to redirect resources away from fighting poverty, hunger and disease so that we might deal with climate risks. We need a strategy that incorporates management of climate risks into a broader development program. To achieve this requires scientific information, the capacity to turn this information into usable knowledge, and the capacity to apply the knowledge in actions.

The project Assessments of Impacts and Adaptations to Climate Change (AIACC) was established to advance knowledge and build capacity. The concept for the project originated with the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, which partnered with the United Nations Environment Program, START and the Third World Academy of Science to develop and implement the project. 

The Global Environment Facility supports the project with a $7.5 million grant. Additional support for the project has been provided by the Canadian International Development Agency, the US Agency for International Development, and the US Environmental Protection Agency. Funding for this workshop comes primarily from CIDA and we are very grateful for that assistance.

We have with us today investigators from 12 climate change assessment teams from Africa and nearby islands. Another 12 assessments located in Asia and Latin America also participate in AIACC. In total, more than 300 persons from 150 institutions in 62 nations are collaborating to implement the regional projects of AIACC.

The projects were selected through peer-review of more than 140 proposals for their scientific merit and the excellence of the project teams. They were also selected because they address vitally important issues that confront their regions of the world. 

The projects were launched in early 2002 and are now beginning their third and final year. Each is undertaking research that is advancing our understanding of changing climate risks and potential responses.  Who is vulnerable? Why are they vulnerable? How are the risks amplified or dampened by climatic and other changes in society and the environment? What can be done to adapt to climate change and lessen future risks?

The projects have been implemented in partnership with representatives of resource management authorities, government agencies, non-governmental organizations, and vulnerable communities. Some of the stakeholders who have worked with the project teams are here with us for the workshop. The results of the AIACC projects are intended to be used by these and other stakeholders to inform decisions. It is also expected that the projects will contribute to the 2nd National Communications that nations are to prepare and submit to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change.

Over the next four days we will learn more details about the projects and related work in Africa. Together we will begin to tease out the broader lessons from the knowledge that is being generated and debate next steps and directions. I look forward to your contributions to the discussions and thank you all for accepting the invitation to participate in the workshop.

