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Dear friends from civil society, non-governmental organizations, 
Distinguished participants, 
Ladies and gentlemen, 

Firstly, allow me to express a warm word of gratitude to LDC Watch for the organization of this important meeting.

On behalf of the High Representative, Mr. Cheick Sidi Diarra, who unfortunately could not be with us today due to a pressing commitment, I would like to note that the UN Office for the Least Developed Countries, Landlocked Developing Countries and Small Island Developing States is deeply appreciative of the time and effort invested by all of you into the successful staging of this event.

Distinguished Participants,

As we prepare for the Fourth United Nations Conference on the Least Developed Countries, scheduled for 2011 in Istanbul, Turkey, it is crucial that civil society  has the opportunity and the necessary space to make their contribution.  This contribution includes, above all,  a bottom-up assessment of the implementation of the Brussels Programme of Action for LDCs. As many of you are aware, the Brussels Programme itself recognizes the integral role that civil society has in its implementation. 

Indeed, over the past few years a number of initiatives have been undertaken by civil society as a follow up to the Brussels Programme. More specifically, in preparation for LDC IV Conference, the NGO community has been engaged in the overall review process, including at the national level in the preparation of national reports on the implementation of the Programme of Action.

This meeting then presents us with another opportunity to share insights and recommendations so that the final outcome of the Conference next year will reflect a broad range of concerns, strategies and recommendations that meaningfully impact the lives of those in the LDCs. 


Ladies and Gentlemen,

Allow me to paint a broad picture of where we stand today. Since 2001 a number of significant milestones have been reached in the effort to reduce poverty in the world’s 49 most vulnerable countries. 

For example, from 2004-2007 the LDCs as a group achieved an average growth rate of 7 percent annually. In 2008, growth decelerated to 6.4 percent but nevertheless remained better than the aggregate for all other developing countries. 

In 2008, the World Bank issued a new series of internationally comparable poverty data, based on a new international poverty line of $1.25, measured in terms of 2005 purchasing power parity. Data for about two thirds of LDCs confirms their continued high poverty rates but also shows that progress, while limited, has been made in reducing poverty. 

These indicators are indeed encouraging. 

On the issue of good governance at the national and international levels, most LDCs have taken measures to promote democracy and improve governance. Elections that meet international standards are increasingly becoming the norm in the LDCs. In several instances, there has been an increase in the proportion of seats held by women in a number of LDCs, and the female share of representation exceeds 30 percent.

The 2008 Transparency International Corruption Perceptions Index indicated that corruption was being reduced, albeit slowly, in many of the LDCs. As part of this process, several LDCs have signed the Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative.

It is my firm belief that these achievements are to some extent fruits of the determination of civil society organizations to hold their governments accountable to its people.

Participants,

All of us can agree that building human and institutional capacities is paramount to the development of LDCs. A positive sign in this regard is the progress made towards universal primary education. Some countries have achieved gender parity in primary education; in a few cases, there are now more girls than boys in primary school. 

On the health front, progress in reducing mortality among infants and children under 5 years of age has been mixed, ranging from substantial improvements in a few countries to marked deterioration in others. In sub-Saharan Africa, the proportion of children between the ages of 12 months and 23 months vaccinated against measles, a simple proven means of reducing childhood deaths, rose from 55 percent in 2000 to 72 percent in 2006.

There has been some, but not universal, progress made in reducing HIV infections in many of the LDCs. With substantial international support, many of the LDCs have been able to increase significantly the number of people receiving antiretroviral therapy.

Undoubtedly, over the last 10 years enhanced trading opportunities has been a  pre-occupation  of the LDCs.  We should be reminded that although the LDCs account for less that 1 per cent of word trade, international trade plays a crucial role in the development prospects of the LDCs, accounting for about 50 percent of the GDP of the LDCs as a group.

In nominal terms, the value of merchandise exports from the LDCs increased from $83.3 billion in 2005 to $128.5 billion in 2007, while imports increased from $87.9 billion to $101.4 billion during the same period, resulting in a positive trade balance. 

Since the adoption of the Brussels Programme of Action, flows of ODA to the LDCs have increased from less than $13 billion in 2001, to $32 billion in 2007.

Distinguished Participants,

What I have recounted is merely a snap shot of the current state of affairs in the LDCs. Undoubtedly, all of you are acutely aware of the reality that lies beyond the figures and statistics. Let me now turn to the specific vulnerabilities of the Small Island Developing States, which many of you would agree, are unique. My comments come with reference not only to the 2011 Conference on LDCs in Turkey, but also in light of this September’s high-level review of the progress made in addressing the vulnerabilities of SIDS through the implementation of the Mauritius Strategy.

I should add that the Mauritius Strategy review process is being pursued concurrently with other important review processes with the UN system, namely the high–level meeting in September in New York to assess progress made in the implementation of the Millennium Development Goals 10 years after their adoption. 

While the SIDS have themselves made some progress at the national and regional levels in building institutional capacity for sustainable development, in formulating strategies and action plans, and in carrying out policy reforms, many of them continue to encounter constraints which impede their sustainable development. Those constraints include limited technical, financial and human resources, as well as the impact of exogenous factors, particularly the global financial crises.

Without a doubt, the gravity of climate change and sea-level rise on the overall sustainable development of small islands cannot be emphasized enough. It has now become par for the course to discuss  the integration of climate change adaption into land, watershed and costal zone management given that resettlement  away from low-lying lands and outer islands is inevitable.  

In this regard there is of course the need to strengthen resilience at the national and local levels to mitigate the effects of climate change in the short, medium and long-term, through enhanced protection of land and marine biodiversity, and greater protection of ecological resources.

When discussing the vulnerabilities of the group of SIDS, one cannot exclude the impact of the recent world food crisis and ongoing food insecurity. It is not necessary to recount the implications of this current state of affairs. It is felt throughout the SIDS and therefore it is imperative that concerted efforts be made to build capacity for local production in order to enhance food security. Furthermore, sustainable management of fisheries, forestry, agriculture and freshwater resources are important for improving food security in SIDS.

On the issue of agriculture and rural development, sustainable agriculture in the SIDS is not possible without appropriate crop assurance, given the vulnerabilities of these economies to extreme weather events, which often result in the total destruction of agricultural industries. What is required is an increase in investment in science and technology for agricultural  systems; the promotion of agricultural competitiveness through the development of efficient agricultural systems; diversification and value-added activities; greater research and development;  and development of partnership initiatives in capacity-building and transfer of appropriate modern technologies.

Distinguished Participants,

Poverty remains a staggering concern with 100 million more people forecast to join the ranks of the 370 million in the next decade – nearly half the total population of these countries – already living in abject poverty in the LDCs. Not only will these countries, by the current trends, miss the target of the Millennium Development Goals to halve the proportion of people living in extreme poverty by 2015, but the proportion of poor people will, in fact, increase. While other developing countries make progress, the LDCs and this includes the SIDS which fall into this catergory are sinking deeper into poverty. 
Ten years ago, we were faced with a different set of issues whereas today we have witnessed a sequence of global economic crises that have combined to present a major threat to the development of the vulnerable countries. 
I am pleased then that your discussions will focus on the newly emerging challenges that thwart progress in the LDCs. For certain, the financial crisis coupled with climate change creates a set of serious challenges for small islands as we take stock of the last decade.

Ladies and Gentlemen,

As we embark on the comprehensive review of the Brussels Programme, it is clear that the goals and targets of the programme are elusive. If progress has been limited in the last 10 years, it is not for lack of a framework of action. The seven commitments of the Brussels Programme provided a comprehensive blue-print for partnership confronting the key challenges faced by the LDCs. 

Indeed, civil society and NGOs are already playing a big role in many key areas of the BPoA. But greater engagement of civil society at all levels is needed to make the required progress. The potential of deeper partnerships needs to be exploited to the full. 
The unique capacity of civil society to forge grand coalitions that transcend borders, running from the grassroots to the international level needs to be put to the service of the development cause of LDCs. 

The Office for LDCs, LLDCs and SIDS is therefore eager to hear your ideas not only on the implementation of the Brussels Programme, but also on how to enhance the contribution of civil society as we move beyond 2011. 

Only maximum contribution from all the development partners – including civil society, can give us a good chance of improving the living conditions of the people in the Least Developed Countries. 

I conclude here and wish you a productive meeting
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