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Your Excellency Dr. Hany Helal, Minister of State for Higher Education and Scientific Research, 

Your Excellency Eng. Magued George, Minister of State for Environmental Affairs, 

Your Excellency General Sayed Abdul Aziz, Governor of Giza, 

Prof. Hossam Kamel, President of Cairo University, 

Prof. Heba Nassar, Vice-President of Cairo University,

Esteemed Guests, colleagues and students,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

Allow me to start by congratulating Cairo University for taking the leadership in organizing this important event. On behalf of the United Nations Development Programme, it is a privilege and an honour to be here today with you in the opening of the Sustainable Environment Week.

I am especially pleased that we have among us today distinguished representatives from Government, academia, youth, the private sector, and development agencies. This is in keeping with UNDP’s human development approach that emphasizes the importance of inclusiveness and the adoption of participatory approaches.

I am also pleased that the University chose the issue of sustainable environment as its topic for this year’s event. This choice helps keep such an important issue on the agenda as other equally urgent topics compete for public attention including adjusting to the global financial, fuel and food crisis, reducing entrenched rural and urban poverty and the quest for continued, increased and well distributed economic growth.  I believe that the main lesson of the past one hundred years of great economic growth and expansion is that if as you grow you do not take care of the environment, it comes back to haunt you. Neglect of the environment over the past few decades is now haunting humanity with the imminent menace of Climate Change and the immediate threat of sever weather storms, floods, droughts that we are experiencing nowadays. Ironically, the world’s poorest bear little responsibility for the build-up of global warming gases in the earth’s atmosphere yet stand to bear the brunt of the social and economic consequences.  In the Arab States, it is expected that the water scarcity and Sea Level Rise would pose the main threats to the region which could be brining bad news to the agriculture sector as well as to all economic activities that are concentrated in the coastal zones. Indeed, the significance of the problem have prompted UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon and UNDP Administrator Helen Clarke to announce, on separate occasions, that the Climate Change challenge is a top priority and vowed to make the fight against global warming a key issue during their tenures at the UN.

You know, as well as I do, that the natural environment of Egypt has suffered due to population pressure, urbanization, industrialisation, changing lifestyles and an array of other reasons. The water of the Nile and the fertile land around the Nile continue to represent critical sources of sustainability of life in Egypt and they cannot be allowed to be threatened. The Nile Delta, its agricultural production and  the few million people that work and live in the Delta cannot be allowed to be threatened either since they too are critical for sustained life in Egypt. But… Climate Change, if left unchecked can be such a threat in the not so distant future and what has sustained the environment and its people in Egypt will become more vulnerable. Hence today’s theme of sustainable environment is an eternal theme that should always be on the topic of discussion, reflection and action.

If the twentieth century was defined by unprecedented economic growth and new technology, the twenty first century will be defined by innovative technology that helps restore Climatic Balance to our planet and create value added to its citizens. Bio-technology, bio-mimicry, nano technology, solar power, super computing and an array of new technologies that we have not yet imagined will be required to meet the challenge of sustaining our environment. As these technologies emerge, expensive advanced research centres will continue to be critical. But also new collaborative, less expensive methods of enquiry that make use of the new massive instantaneous communication power will arise and will stake a place next to traditional centres of excellence. If in the past concentrated resources in labs and elite universities were the true scientific method of enquiry, the future will see emerge more open, collaborative and dare I say democratic means of enquiry, not to substitute but to reinforce and make more accessible scientific domains.

If the changing climate of our planet and the associated emerging diseases and growing poverty and inequalities are the challenge, more democratic access to knowledge through the internet is indeed the opportunity. And you, the young generation that is now studying in this esteemed centre of learning are at the heart of the revolution that is now brewing. An unprecedented scientific revolution that has placed in the hand of each and every one of you a computing power far more superior that many universities had when your professors were where you are now. A scientific revolution that has placed at the tip of your fingers and almost free of charge, all of the world’s knowledge and libraries. The internet is only showing us the tip of the iceberg of what is possible.

You are in the middle of what is possible at the cusp of what will soon be reality. Take advantage of it, embrace it, delve into it and give it all you can. Your professors will continue to be there to guide you for they have wisdom, a knowledge that no computer can ever generate.

In Egypt, today environmental sustainability and millennium development goals are important challenges that the Government, civil society and the private sector are addressing, We at UNDP are privileged to have been given the chance to bring our contribution and help where we can and here I wish to acknowledge H.E. Minister Magued Georges for the trust he has placed in us as we work together with the Government to help address biodiversity, adaptation and mitigation challenges.  I also wish to thank Dr. Heba Nassar and Dr. Hossam Kamel for having invited us to partner with them at Cairo University as we try and help the larger university community grapple with its role in helping Egypt reach the Millennium Development Goals and go beyond. While the opportunity has not arisen yet for us to be associated with the challenge of modernizing higher education that H.E. Dr. Hany Helal is leading, we wish to salute his efforts and offer our assistance and that of our sister United Nations Agencies where possible. 

I would like to take this opportunity to announce the launch of a joint initiative between UNDP and Cairo University aimed at raising awareness on the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). The initiative aims to reach out to all of you, the university students, to engage you in the development process, raise your awareness on the importance of the MDGs, and help you acquire ownership of achieving the Millennium Goals by the year 2015.

Cairo University and UNDP, through this initiative, will conduct and support a number of MDG-related activities including literary, artistic and scientific competitions, photo exhibitions, panel discussions, provision of grants for applied research, lectures, seminars, and much more. This joint initiative will present an opportunity to establish stronger links between academia and the MDGs whereby each faculty can address the MDGs relevant to its discipline. 

As you can see, the challenges ahead are numerous, and the only way to overcome them is through building strong partnerships. Environmental sustainability is a cross-cutting issue that requires Government, Development Partners, Youth, Civil Society Organisations and the Private Sector to join hands and work together. Allow me here to extend a warm thanks to Vodafone Foundation for having supported this initiative from the beginning.

I will not tell you more of what UNDP is doing in the area of sustainable development. I will only mention our website address WWW.UNDP.ORG. Please visit us and know more of our programmes and projects.

These are great times to be a student. These are times of new opportunities of vast new knowledge of whole new disciplines. Immerse yourselves in them and seize them and as you do forge ahead please look back from time to time to make sure that you do not leave your brothers and sisters behind. Cooperation, collaboration, teams and togetherness is the way of the future. 

As you spend this week getting exposure to the sad environmental consequences of our neglect keep in you great optimism and faith in a future that you are getting ready to build and shape. And also keep in your hearts a small space for joy and happiness because they too are ingredients of the future that sometime get taken out of the equation.

Enjoy this week, learn what you can and thank you very much for your time.

