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It is indeed a great honor and pleasure for me to welcome you all here at the AU Commission to participate in the Needs Assessment Workshop on Capacity Building Programme related to Multilateral Environmental Agreements (MEAs) in ACP Countries, organized by the Africa Hub that is hosted by the AU Commission, Department of Rural Economy Agriculture.

Please allow me, to use this opportunity on behalf of H.E. Mrs Tumusiime Rhoda Peace, Commissioner for Rural Economy and Agriculture, to express to all our partners - namely, the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), the European Union and the ACP Secretariat not only for the crucial roles that they have been playing for the successful implementation of the project, but also for their appreciation of the AU Commission's continental role by designating the AU Commission as the Hub for the Africa component of the EC-ACP Programme on Capacity Building related to Multilateral Environmental Agreements.

It is to be recalled that most of Africa's rural population are dependent on climate sensitive sectors such as agriculture for their livelihood and support - sectors which are grossly undermined by environmental disasters. The linkage between agriculture, the environment and natural resources and economic development in Africa are direct. Hence, it is important that sustainable natural resources management should be among development priorities in Africa.

Despite Africa's riches, it is unfortunately the most vulnerable region with the least capacity to adapt to environmental challenges like climate change, land degradation and desertification, pollution due to hazardous chemicals contamination and emission. It is also unfortunate that the environment sector is still not considered as a priority in Africa and environmental concerns are not adequately mainstreamed into developmental policies and poverty reduction strategy programmes.

The international approach to tackle environmental issues in a global manner has led to the adoption of numerous multi lateral environmental agreements (MEAs), to which most African countries are Parties. However, much remains in terms of effective implementation and enforcement, despite the signature and ratification of these MEAs.

Ladies and Gentlemen, Distinguished Participants,

It against this backdrop that the European Union have come to the assistance of ACP countries by establishing this capacity building programme, which aims to address the capacity building needs of ACP countries including those of Africa to implement and enforce MEAs thereby contributing to efforts to achieve sustainable development goals.

This programme is expected to contribute towards strengthening of capacities of participating African countries in the areas of international negotiations, participation in the carbon credit markets, management of chemicals in a sound manner, addressing issues and challenges related to desertification and accumulation of obsolete pesticides.

It is therefore a great pleasure that after so many months of hard and dedicated work the EC-ACP Capacity Building Project on Multilateral Environmental Agreements has finally taken off the ground at the AU Commission. The first needs assessment workshop took place in Nairobi from the 7th to 9th July 2009 which has been hosted by UNEP, attended by participants from Central, Eastern and Western African countries, RECS, as well as other appropriate partners.

The current workshop is a second in a row, and we will once more try to determine the needs and priorities of Africa in terms of MEAs implementation and enforcement so as to strategize on how best we will tackle them over the coming four years.

Although it is the responsibility of the AU Commission and African Governments to ensure the success of this programme, we will nonetheless invite all partners to put hands on deck and collaborate and cooperate with the AUC to make this happen. We have very high expectations of this programme, and here I would like to make a special appeal to the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), which indeed has been a long standing partner and "ally" of my Department in its quest to address environmental issues.

I was therefore happy when I knew that UNEP is the overall coordinator of the programme and will be working in close cooperation and collaboration with my Department to implement the programme. Already my staff had the privilege of working closely with UNEP to establish the Project Unit and benefiting from the valuable guidance it provided and continues to provide. I am encouraging to UNEP to continue to work with us in this spirit throughout the life span of the project.

I also wish to call on other partners, in particular the Secretariats of MEAs who needless to say, are in the forefront of the entire process, and will no doubt contribute positively to this project from the longstanding experience they have acquired in dealing with African countries in the field of environmental management. The same call goes to all the executing agencies for the sub components of the programme to work closely with the AU Commission. In this regard, I want to commend the Food and Agricultural Organisation (FAO), and the Strategic Approach to International Chemicals Management (SAICM) Secretariat, and the UNEP Risoe Centre for the immense concern they have to see that Africa's vision of a healthy environment free from harmful substances is realised.

The AU Commission as the Hub for Africa will work closely with the New Partnership for Africa's Development, the Regional Economic Communities, the United Nations Economic Commission for Africa, to support AU member states to implement MEAs. Furthermore, the AU Commission will strive to ensure that capacity development at its level is built through the Programme, and also work towards ensuring that Africa takes ownership of this programme.

Before I conclude, let me thank all the participants and resource persons who are here which is a clear demonstration of their dedication and commitment to this programme. I understand that this objectives have the following specific interrelated objectives (a) to identify the needs of Africa in terms of MEAs implementation, (b) to set priorities for identified needs and, (c) to come up with sufficient information to draft at least an outline of a work programme.

While I've not doubt that these objectives will have been met at the end of your consultations, I wish you all fruitful deliberations and wait with keen interest the outcome of the workshop.

I thank you.
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