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It is indeed a great pleasure for me to address you on the occasion of the commemoration of the Africa Environment Day. This Day is increasingly becoming an important milestone in our calendar of yearly activities of the Commission and its partners_ It is a day when we collectively renew our resolve to safeguard our rich environmental heritage which will play a crucial role in fostering the rapid and sustainable development of our continent and its people.

Despite the fact that Africa is home to a large and distinct biotic communities like forest and rivers with a unique characteristic assemblage of flora and fauna: there are many areas in the continent with very harsh environmental conditions_ Africa is one of the hottest continents with deserts and dry lands covering about sixty per cent of the entire land surface area. Only about ten per cent of the land is prime agricultural land. Drought and famine are ever present; affecting tens of millions of the people every season.

Drought not only directly causes food insecurity. but it also triggers mass migration of people in some cases which often leads to conflicts and political instability_ Land in Africa is becoming increasingly degraded forcing farmers in many places to cultivate marginal lands and further degrading the land resource base.

The accelerated loss of the biological diversity of our continent is a confluence of habitat destruction, climatic variability and increasing human population_ The rate of deforestation in Africa is one of the highest in the world at about three per cent per year. Rising domestic demand for fuel wood and unsustainable agricultural practices erode the biodiversity riches of our continent and thus jeopardizing the future of the both present generation and generations to come_ Climate change is likely to intensify these conditions and alter the environment further.

This year, the theme for the celebration is "Forest for Sustainable Development”. This is in recognition of the declaration of the United Nations General Assembly dedicating 2011 as the International Year of Forests. This theme is an acknowledgement of the immense contribution of forests and the associated ecosystems to the socio-economic and cultural development in Africa. As you all know, forests support the livelihoods of the vast majority of local communities in Africa. Forests provide food, medicine, shelter and the spiritual wellbeing for people. Forest also contributes to economic development of our countries through foreign exchange earnings from timber and other forest products and job creation. Furthermore, forests are important for sustainable agriculture through maintenance of soil fertility and reduction of soil erosion.
Forests are again important for the conservation of biodiversity which provides wealth and food for so many people in, Africa and the world in general_ As Africa, like many other parts of the grapples with the problems.
of climate change, the role forests lave become even more important. Forests are important in mitigating the negative impact s of climate change; acting 10s a carbon sink to halt increasing global temperatures.
We commemorate the Africa Environment Day this year with a high sense of achievement despite the some major challenges. The Commission of the African Union in collaboration with partners is finalizing the Africa Strategy on Climate Change which will serve as a guiding principle in tackling the challenges posed by climate change. This Strategy could not have come at a better time than now considering the ongoing global debate on climate change and the increasingly climate related disasters ravaging the African continent with untold suffering for millions of people.
Steady progress continues to be registered in the implementation of other regional programmes including the Great Green wall for the Sahara and the Sahel, the African monitoring of the Environment for Sustainable Development and the Multilateral Environmental Agreements. These programmes are geared towards to stainable management of the environment, improved livelihoods and poverty reduction. Similar efforts can be seen in the Congo Forest Basin areas through the Congo Basin Forest Alliance and the Green Belt Movement in Kenya. Certainly at the home front here in Ethiopia a lot of stakeholders from government to the Non-Government Organizations have stepped up theft efforts to promote sustainable environmental management.

These are as a result of a strong political commitment to environmental protection being demonstrated by the political leadership of the continent The Cornmission therefore wishes to commend Member States and development partners and kindly implore them to remain steadfast in their quests to ensure sustainable environmental management in Africa.
In conclusion, I wish to express the gratitude of the Commission to our partners here today, the Forum for Environment, the United Nations Environment Programme, members of the Ethiopian Civil Society Network on Climate Change, representatives of the media and other collaborators, I wish you all a memorable celebration.
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