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Mr. Chairman, Distinguished Colleagues, the effects of climate change are being felt across the globe as we speak and the scientific predications for the future give cause for grave concern. In the Caribbean these effects have already brought about increasingly frequent extreme weather events, damage to biodiversity, coral bleaching, coastal erosion and changing precipitation patterns.

According to World Bank estimates, by the year 2080, the economic damage to CARICOM countries annually from climate change is estimated to be around US$11 billion in total GDP at 2007 prices. This will amount to 11.3% of the total annual GDP of all CARICOM countries. Nearly one-fifth of these losses is likely to be linked to the specific effects of sea level rise – loss of land as well as damage to tourism infrastructure and to non-tourism infrastructure, inclusive of housing. The loss of tourism expenditure alone is projected at $4 billion and climate change-related disasters such as floods and hurricanes at another $5 billion.

​
The tourism sector is the largest industry for most of our island states and is a growing prospect for the others. If the tourism industry is incapacitated the loss of income would be catastrophic. The loss of revenue would be accompanied by a loss of employment since over 50 percent of the labour forces are now engaged in tourism and in agriculture. 

The agriculture industry is also threatened by the effects of climate change. The region’s agricultural productivity is at significant risk through the salinization of soils in some places, in addition to altered rainfall patterns.  Small-scale farmers are particularly vulnerable since they depend on rain-fed agriculture and they generally lack access to drought-resistant stocks, or to crop insurance.

Mr. Chairman​, warmer seas and record hurricane seasons have devastated more than half of the coral reefs in the Caribbean according to a 2008 Report by the World Conservation Union.  Coral reefs are an important part of the marine ecosystem.  The phenomenon of coral bleaching is killing the Caribbean’s once vast coral reefs which directly or indirectly sustain a large share of marine life.   The coral reefs maintain fish stocks and they protect the beaches and the ecologies.  The reefs are also a tourist attraction.  Incidentally, at the global level, since 1980, nearly 30% of the world’s tropical coral species have disappeared mainly because of the warming of the marine environment.

Today, Mr. Chairman, scientists point to the vital role which forest protection and the implementation of sustainable forest practices play in safeguarding the environment from the effects of climate change.  Forests mitigate the emission of greenhouse gases into the atmosphere, reduce erosion, regulate the flow of water, and maintain the health of ecosystems. Taking into account the territorial characteristics of Belize, Guyana and Suriname, fifty percent of CARICOM is under forest cover.

The damage sustained in the above mentioned areas and in other economic sectors would have a ripple effect, expanding into areas as diverse as investment, migration and fiscal stability. The damage described above would eventually translate into a loss of private investment inflows, since investors would come to regard a region overwhelmed by natural forces as a high risk area. Migration rates to rich countries would rise further thereby increasing the region’s loss of skilled manpower. Governments, unable to meet the repair and replacement bills for infrastructural damage, could face fiscal instability.

​Mr. Chairman, it is clear, therefore, that CARICOM’s efforts to promote sustainable development and to achieve internationally agreed development goals including the Millennium Development Goals, are under serious threat from the effects of climate change and sea level rise.  The majority of countries in the Caribbean are among those most at risk from the devastating effects of climate change and global warming. Indeed, the World Bank has concluded that three CARICOM countries, the Bahamas, Guyana and Suriname are included among the top 10 countries that could experience the most serious damage from climate change in terms of population affected.

As such, Mr. Chairman, the greatest long term threat to the economic viability of CARICOM countries is posed by climate change. It is a recognized fact that many Small Island and Low-lying Coastal Developing States (or SIDS) can cease to exist without urgent, ambitious and decisive action by the international community to reduce global greenhouse gas emissions significantly and to support SIDS in their efforts to adapt to these adverse impacts of climate change.

Mr. Chairman, Distinguished Colleagues, in response to these dire circumstances CARICOM Heads of Government issued the Liliendaal Declaration on Climate Change and Development on the 4th of July 2009.  The Liliendaal Declaration is named after the place where the Headquarters of CARICOM is located, and is the instrument by which CARICOM member states have committed themselves to collective action in the fight against climate change.

The Liliendaal Declaration calls for all parties to the United Nations’ Framework Conference on Climate Change (UNFCCC) to work to arrive at a comprehensive agreement for long-term stabilization of atmospheric greenhouse gas concentrations. CARICOM’s position on the level of global average surface temperature is that the increase in temperature must be limited to well below 1.5 degrees C of pre-industrial levels; that global greenhouse gas emissions should peak by 2015; that global CO2 reductions should reach at least 45 percent by 2020 and greenhouse gas emissions should be reduced by more than 95 percent of 1990 levels by 2050.

In the Liliendaal Declaration Mr. Chairman, CARICOM leaders have accorded recognition to the value and potential of standing forests, including pristine rainforests and they have affirmed their commitment to Reduced Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation  or REDD, as it is known in the international jargon. CARICOM views forest conservation, avoided deforestation and sustainable management of forests (or REDD plus) as essential measures for mitigating the effects of climate change.  As we are all aware, Chair, REDD and REDD+ are issues which have emerged as an area for concerted international action on Climate Change.  CARICOM firmly supports the approach to synchronize climate change mitigation with economic development. A number of our Member States have individual programmes in areas such as clean energy and forest management. In Guyana the marriage between economic development and climate change mitigation is being implemented through a Low Carbon Development Strategy.

The Liliendaal Declaration asserts that adaptation and capacity building must be prioritized and a formal and well financed framework be established to address the adaptation needs of vulnerable countries, particularly the SIDS and Least Developed Countries (LDCs).

The Declaration addresses the need for financial support to SIDS to enhance their capacities to respond to the challenges brought on by climate change and to access the technologies that will be required to undertake needed mitigation actions and to adapt to the adverse impacts of climate change.
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Mr. Chairman, the Liliendaal Declaration contains a number of other elements which are too lengthy to enumerate in this presentation but I would wish to make brief mention of just two other areas.  Firstly, CARICOM Heads have committed to strengthen our educational institutions to provide training, education, research and development programmes in climate change and disaster risk management, particularly in renewable and other forms of alternative energy, forestry, agriculture, tourism, health, coastal zone management and water resources management in order to increase the Region’s capacity to build resilience and adapt to climate change.  

Secondly, they are committed to providing more effective preparedness for responses to natural disasters through the development of better risk assessment and material coordination along with the streamlining of risk reduction initiatives.  They strongly support the streamlining of all climate change funding mechanisms so as to include the vulnerability index in their formulae in order to better facilitate SIDS’ access to financial resources.

In these efforts, CARICOM Governments support the coordinating role being performed by the CARICOM Task Force for Climate Change and Development which was established by the Heads of Government themselves and the implementing role of the Caribbean Community Climate Change Centre (CCCCC) based in Belize.  CARICOM also supports the role of the Alliance of Small Island States (AOSIS).

Most important of all, Mr. Chairman, CARICOM is firmly convinced that the global response to climate change should be undertaken on the basis of common but differentiated responsibility as well as historical responsibility and that it should not compromise the ability of SIDS to pursue Sustainable Development.  Moreover, the cost of addressing climate change should be equitably shared and it should not perpetuate poverty.

In conclusion, Mr. Chairman, our leaders have all pledged individually to tackle this issue and they have collectively pledged to enhance their cooperation in the area of climate change at the level of the Summit of the Americas. Moreover, President Donald Ramotar of Guyana, in a recent meeting with Secretary General Insulza, conveyed CARICOM's  interest in this Organisation taking on a more active profile in the fight against climate change.

CARICOM Member States stand ready to work with all others to realize these objectives.

Thank you.

 House of the Americas

Washington, D.C.
October 11th, 2013
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