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 Statement by UNDP Resident Representative
on the occasion of Egypt’s Business Summit on Climate Change

October 28th 2009
  

Honorable Al Gore, 45th Vice President of the United States of America 

Mr. M. Gamal Moharam, President, American Chamber of Commerce in Egypt 

H.E. Eng. Maged George, Minister of State for Environmental Affairs 

Mr. Hamid Jafar, Chairman, Dana Gas 

Distinguished Members of the Diplomatic Corps and the Development Partners Group 

Ladies and Gentlemen 

As the Representative of the UN Development Programme in Egypt, it is a great honor for me to address this business summit on a topic that has exploded into our consciousness in recent years and which threatens to transform our lives and particularly those of our children, namely the climate crisis. 

Allow me at the outset to thank you, Gamal, as well as Hisham Fahmy and the colleagues in the American Chamber who have worked so tirelessly and effectively with my staff at UNDP and others to make this summit a reality. And a very sincere thanks to the generous sponsors of today’s event, which no doubt will mark a milestone in mobilizing the invaluable support of the private sector in Egypt’s battle against climate change. 

The climate crisis is now widely recognized as a threat to our planet. This is a reality – an “inconvenient truth” – as our keynote speaker, the Honorable Al Gore, put it in his bestselling book and powerful documentary on the threat of, and solutions to, global warming. Thus, I speak both with the trepidation of realizing the gravity of the challenge before us while confident that the ingenuity of men and women, combined with the intense level of commitment that is building up around the world, will unleash creative actions and the requisite political commitment to ensure the right response to the climate crisis that is upon us. There is no turning back.  

As you will hear in more detail later in the programme, climate change is one of the most significant and complex challenges facing humanity. Global warming is already producing dramatic developments that, if unabated, could lead to the accelerated melting of the polar ice caps, causing major flooding of lowlands, more frequent and extreme weather events, disrupting hydrological cycles and global water distribution. 

Moreover, the economic costs of global warming could constitute an extraordinary twenty per cent of global GDP by the end of this century, according to the British Government’s Stern Review Report on the economics of climate change. Lord Stern’s report made a compelling case that the costs of action, though real, are affordable, while the costs of inaction – economic, environmental and even in terms of national security – are so profound that if we do not rise to the challenge, we will have failed to fulfil our generational contract to leave our children a better world. And successive scientific reports, notably those from the Nobel Prize-winning Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) have come to ever firmer and dire conclusions about humankind's influence on the climate, and about the multiple impacts of rising temperatures. 

From a development perspective, climate change constitutes the ultimate threat to human development, including poverty reduction, and with it, the slowing or even reversing of hard-won progress made by countries like Egypt on the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). This underscores another reality – a “perverse truth” – namely, that whereas the world’s poorest citizens are hardly responsible for the build-up of global warming gases in the earth’s atmosphere, they stand to bear the brunt of its social and economic consequences. No wonder Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon has elevated global climate change to the very top of his priorities at the United Nations. 

Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

Egypt is highly vulnerable to Climate Change. As we will be hearing in more detail in just a moment from Dr. Mostafa Kamal Tolba, Egypt’s coastal zones, water resources and agriculture are likely to be the most affected due to the rise in sea level, variations in precipitation rates, and increased temperature.

Over the last decade, UNDP has been involved in advocacy and capacity building on climate change in Egypt. On the mitigation side, our support has embraced energy efficiency in the electricity sector, promotion of bio-energy technologies for rural development, and reduction of emissions from transport. And on the adaptation side, UNDP will soon support the Ministry of Water Resources and irrigation to protect the low-lying lands in the Nile Delta coast from sea level rise through an environmentally-sensitive approach known as “integrated coastal zone management”. 

Other UN organizations, including the UN Industrial Development Organization (UNIDO), have been carrying out climate change initiatives with the private sector, and our friends in the World Bank are increasingly involved in this field, as well. 

Moreover, an ambitious multi-sector programme was recently launched to help reduce greenhouse gases and support vulnerable sectors to adapt to climate change. This programme enlists the collaboration of three ministries (Environment Affairs, Water Resources and Irrigation, and Agriculture and Land Reclamation), together with the Council for Economic Policy headed up by H.E. Prime Minister Dr. Ahmed Nazif, which we interpret as signalling the Government’s increasing recognition of the need to put climate change front and centre in its agenda, where indeed it must be. From the UN side, the programme embraces six agencies (UNDP, UNIDO, UNESCO, the International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD), the UN Environment Programme (UNEP) and FAO), who have vowed to “work as one UN” on climate change. We see this initiative, which is funded from a generous contribution by the Government of Spain, as a core platform for action for a national programme on climate change that would progressively expand to address a wide range of mitigation and adaptation measures and embrace an ever widening coalition of national and international partners from the scientific community, civil society, the media, and very importantly, the private sector, each committed to doing its part to address the climate crisis and all pulling their oars in the same direction.

Excellencies, Ladies and Gentleman, 

The next ten years will be critical for the future of our planet. Radical measures must be taken both on climate change mitigation and adaptation before we are locked into potentially irreversible catastrophic climate transformations. 

UNDP’s Global Human Development Report estimates that stabilizing greenhouse gas concentrations in the atmosphere at a level that prevents catastrophic climate change will require a 50 percent reduction of green house gas emissions by 2050 from 1990 levels. To achieve this global objective, the report recommends that developed countries cut greenhouse gas emissions by at least 80 percent by 2050, with 20-30 per cent cuts by 2020. For major emitters in developing countries, it recommends aiming for an emission trajectory that would peak in 2020, with 20 percent cuts by 2050.  

Unfortunately, existing agreements cannot curb the growth in greenhouse gas emissions sufficiently to avoid the climate impacts projected by the IPCC. The decrease or even mere stabilization of carbon dioxide emission levels will require an unprecedented level of international cooperation far beyond that reflected in existing agreements. In particular, the Kyoto Protocol's targets for reducing emissions apply only to a small set of countries and expire in 2012. Accordingly, there is a need for a new international agreement that is bolder, wider-ranging and more sophisticated than that of Kyoto. In this context, two years ago, at the UN Climate Talks held in Bali, governments agreed to start work on a new global agreement. The imminent Copenhagen talks in December mark the end of that two-year period, and governments hope to leave the Danish capital having completed the new deal – or at the very least made significant progress towards its fulfilment.

Even when a deal is reached, however, it is clear that governments alone will not be able to address the immense and varied set of challenges by themselves. The private sector must become a full partner. Private investment and innovation are absolutely crucial to resolving the climate crisis. And as you will be hearing later this morning, you in the business community have a great opportunity to adapt your business model to continue to profit and prosper in a new reality and, in so doing, contribute to a better world. 

I trust the remainder of today’s proceedings will further convince you and your firm of the importance and the opportunity you have to mobilize your business skills to help address this new challenge, together with the Government, Egypt’s civil society and scientific community, and international partners such as the UN – to work jointly for the future of our planet, united in purpose against a danger that threatens us all.

Thank you. 

