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Mr. Chairman,

Mr. President 

Excellencies

Honoured Delegates, Ladies and Gentlemen

Mr. President, allow me to thank you most sincerely for your warm invitation to attend this conference on the loss of biodiversity. It is a great pleasure to be back in Europe for the first time since being declared the 2004 Nobel Peace Prize Laureate.  We continue to appreciate the important message to the world from the Norwegian Nobel Committee to recognize the direct linkage between responsible and sustainable management of the environment, democracy and peace. These are indeed the pillars for stable states and development.

Mr. President, I am touched by your personal concern over the issue of biodiversity loss which has led to this initiative. It is important to continue to draw the world’s attention to this slow crisis and urge for action partly because our own survival depends on it. 

The world has been meeting over the environment since 1972 and since that time much scientific knowledge has been added. Therefore, a lot is known about what we can do to save many habitats and species. Because loss of biodiversity is a slow process that largely affects generations to come, the negative impact is not always immediately felt and is easily passed to the future generations. 

In the meantime, and especially in the less industrialized countries, loss of biodiversity continues.  It undermines development efforts both at the local and regional levels. I wish to share with you my experience and observations in Kenya to demonstrate how continuous loss of biodiversity in two mountains, due to activities by past generations, is making it difficult for the present generation to realize the Millennium Development Goals today.  

Kenya has five forested mountains, which also serve as water catchment areas. Two of them are the snow-capped Mt. Kenya, which lies on the Equator. In an effort to save its rich biodiversity UNESCO recently listed it as a biodiversity hot spot. The second mountain is the Aberdare range, which lies opposite Mt. Kenya on the Eastern side of the Great Rift Valley. Hundreds of tributaries from both mountains pour their waters into the Tana river, which is Kenya’s largest river and source of drinking water for millions of Kenyans. These two mountains are therefore very important ecosystems for Kenyans, their livestock and wildlife, impacting on many economic sectors from agriculture, tourism, energy and household needs. 

But during the 1930s and ‘40s large sections of these mountains were deemed suitable for commercial plantations of fast-growing species of pines from the Northern Hemisphere and eucalyptus from the Southern Hemisphere.  These exotic plantations were intended to provide timber for the then emerging building industry and to provide firewood for the steam engine. Local flora and fauna were considered economically less valuable than imported species of trees, and therefore destroyed.  

The government of the time also introduced a system where the forestry department allowed communities living near these forests to cultivate food crops while nurturing the commercial seedlings. This way, communities living near these forests formed a symbiotic relationship with foresters, so that as they tendered their food crops they assisted the foresters to nurture the trees at no extra cost. 

Unfortunately, with increased populations, the demand for land to grow food crops increased and foresters authorized forestland to be converted into farmland. They responded by clearing more indigenous forests for farmers to grow food crops.  At the same time demand for timber increased and even more indigenous forests were cut down. As a child I remember seeing huge bonfires in the forests as the indigenous biodiversity was burnt to make way for the commercial plantations.  

These plantations are harvested every thirty years or so and the cycle begins all over. This continuous planting, harvesting and re-planting of the same commercial monocultures accompanied by the long-term cultivation of food crops by farmers, ensures that the local biodiversity of flora and fauna gradually disappears from the environment. So much so that after years of such routine, even when the land was left fallow, much of the original flora and fauna failed to return and former forestlands are turned into grasslands. Such destruction of the local flora and fauna was in complete contradiction to the 7th Millennium Development Goal, which advocates for ensuring environmental sustainability.     

I mentioned that the largest river in Kenya is the Tana and it is fed by hundreds of tributaries from two mountains. The Tana runs through some of the most highly populated parts of the country, through high potential  agricultural land. Farming in this area depends on the health of the forested mountains. With the continuous destruction of their biodiversity, rain patterns are interfered with and crop production is negatively impacted. 

When farmers fail to practice good techniques to stop soil erosion, land becomes degraded and unable to produce adequate food for household consumption.  Hunger becomes a common phenomenon. Many small-scale farmers practicing subsistence agriculture on such lands are among the poorest in the country and are unlikely to realize environmental sustainability. 

Plantations of exotic monocultures of trees are not forests, but rather farms of trees. There is little of the original flora and fauna in such forests and indeed such plantations, unlike the indigenous forests, lack the capacity to receive and conserve rainwater.  When rain falls in commercial plantations much of the rainwater runs downstream and is lost. As a result many rivers either dry up or have their water levels greatly reduced. This undermines both environmental sustainability and the eradication of extreme poverty and hunger- two of the Millennium Development Goals.

When rainwater runs downstream through lands that are extensively cultivated it causes massive soil erosion and sometimes flooding. Kenya has had a good share of flooding due to deforestation upstream. This does not only cause extensive damage to farms and food crops, but also displaces people from their homes. Such people often need aid in the form of food, clothing and shelter from the government or donor agencies. Under such poverty communities cannot achieve universal primary education, yet another of the Millennium Development Goals.  

Massive deposits of soil in the dams built across the Tana, reduce the lifespan of the dams. Coupled with the reduction of water in rivers, these challenges make it difficult for the government to generate enough hydropower. The Ministry of Energy faces a shortage of electricity, without which poorer populations in both rural and urban areas, continue to use charcoal as a main source of energy and contribute to deforestation. 
With such inadequate supply of energy for rural electrification and industrial development, the government is forced to direct its limited resources to the purchase of power from neighboring countries.  By so doing, they sacrifice other development priorities like providing health care to combat HIV/ AIDs, Malaria and other diseases. This vicious cycle frustrates the realization of poverty eradiation, maternal health and the elimination of diseases.

Wildlife management is directly linked to good management of their habitats. One of the major problems in wildlife management in Kenya is the human/wildlife conflict. This happens when animals leave their destroyed and degraded habitats and move in search of food and water in neighboring farms. It is during such movements that they meet their death either at the hands of poachers or people defending themselves and their livelihoods. Yet wildlife is essential for the tourism industry in Kenya. Destroying habitats, which support wildlife, therefore undermines the capacity of governments to generate income from tourism and support projects, which could eradicate poverty, improve maternal health, and reduce child mortality.

Mr. Chairman, I have taken two important mountains in Kenya, whose biodiversity has been under threat for the last seventy years. The impact of the destruction is now being felt by many economic sectors in the country and is frustrating efforts to realize all but one of the Millennium Development Goals. The 8th Goal calls to develop a global partnership for development”. But when a country has been unable to realize the other goals, how can such it form a partnership for development?  The very basis for such development is absent. That is a major reason why making poverty history is such a challenge and why better management of the environment is so central.

I have given Kenya as an example but many countries are experiencing the same processes that I have described and are losing their biodiversity on a regular basis, essentially undermining their efforts to reach the Millennium Development Goals.

The Green Belt Movement understands the need to protect and conserve biodiversity. That is why it encourages its members to concentrate on rehabilitating degraded forests and open lands with local indigenous trees and vegetation. Partnering with the Ministry of Environment and Natural Resources, it has initiated a pilot project to rehabilitate the two mountains (Mt. Kenya & Aberdare range) through massive reforestation. It is also involved in a campaign to convince the government that forested mountains, which are also water catchments areas, and which are so rich in biodiversity should not be used for monocultures of commercial plantations. 

Using the approach of the Green Belt Movement, local communities produce indigenous tree seedlings and plant them in the degraded parts of the forests under the guidance and supervision of government officers.  The lessons learnt will be applied when the project is replicated in the other three mountains, whose biodiversity is equally threatened.  Supporting such initiatives addresses the Millennium Development Goals holistically rather than in isolation.

I know that we do not know everything, but we know enough to take action. Lack of the will to prioritize biodiversity conservation continues to be the problem. But when important world leaders like the President of the French Republic, Mr.Jacques Chirac and all of you decide to champion conservation of biodiversity, the world should applaud, support and take action. We thank you Mr. President for leading the way.

Merci beaucoup. 

