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Report of the preparatory meeting for the seventh session of the Conference of the Parties to the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification 

Introduction

The African Ministerial Conference on the Environment (AMCEN) preparatory meeting for the seventh session of the Conference of the Parties to the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification in Those Countries Experiencing Serious Drought and/or Desertification, Particularly in Africa, was held at the headquarters of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), Nairobi, on Saturday, 22 October 2005. The meeting was held to coincide with the seventh session of the Conference of the Parties, held in Nairobi from 17 to 28 October 2005. 

The aim of the meeting was to formulate an African common position on issues of relevance to Africa on the agenda of the seventh session of the Conference of the Parties. The common position adopted by the meeting is contained in the annex to the present report.

I. Opening of the meeting

The meeting was opened at 10.30 a.m. on 22 October 2005 by Mr. Abdul-Hakim Elwaer (Libyan Arab Jamahiriya), President of AMCEN, who warmly welcomed all representatives. 

A. Opening statements

Opening statements were made by Mr. Shafqat Kakakhel, Deputy Executive Director of UNEP, on behalf of Mr. Klaus Töpfer, Executive Director of UNEP; Mr. Hama Arba Diallo, Executive Secretary of the secretariat of the Convention to Combat Desertification; Ms. Wangari Maathai, Nobel Peace Laureate and Assistant Minister for Environment and Natural Resources of Kenya; and Mr. Elwaer.

In his opening remarks, Mr. Kakakhel welcomed the representatives to Nairobi and conveyed the best wishes of the Executive Director of UNEP, who was regrettably unable to attend. He congratulated AMCEN on the resumption of its preparatory meetings for the conferences of the Parties to the three Rio conventions, namely the Convention on Biological Diversity, the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification and the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, and expressed satisfaction that UNEP had been able to make financial and technical contributions to facilitate the holding of two such meetings in the margins of the seventh session of the Conference of the Parties to the Convention to Combat Desertification. 

The declaration by the United Nations of 2006 as the International Year of Deserts and Desertification underscored the importance attached by the international community to the issue of desertification and would provide an invaluable opportunity to highlight the nexus between desertification and poverty. The outcome document of the high-level plenary meeting of the sixtieth session of the General Assembly, held in New York in September 2005, had demonstrated the support of world leaders to the Convention and their recognition of the crucial importance of combating desertification and land degradation, especially for the people of the African continent. Particular emphasis had been placed in that document on the issues of technology transfer, capacity‑building and financial support. In that context, the adoption of a new European Union Strategy for Africa, which aimed to support the efforts made by African countries to implement the Millennium Development Goals, was a landmark development. He expressed the hope that AMCEN would devote particular attention to the new strategy.

African countries clearly attached great importance to the Convention, the vast majority having prepared the national action programmes required under it. The New Partnership for Africa’s Development (NEPAD) had clearly articulated Africa’s concerns regarding land degradation and desertification and AMCEN had been unequivocal about the urgency of the need to halt and reverse those processes. The challenge now was to increase the involvement of all stakeholders and to mainstream the implementation of the Convention into activities at the country level. In closing, he said that UNEP was implementing a number of projects, with financing from the Global Environment Facility, to address the threats of land degradation and desertification and would continue to accord priority to Africa.

Mr. Diallo welcomed the representatives and, observing that emphasis had shifted in Africa from the elaboration of national action programmes to their implementation, noted with satisfaction that attention was now being focused on the mobilization of financial support for priority activities at the national and grass-roots levels and on the linkage between combating desertification and poverty alleviation. In that regard, he recalled that, at its third session, held in Bonn, Germany, from 2 to 11 May 2005, the Committee for the Review of the Implementation of the Convention had reviewed reports submitted by 48 African countries and had recommended, among other things, the mobilization of resources to implement national action programmes, technological and scientific knowledge transfer and capacity‑building. The ministers at the present meeting should agree on the themes of major relevance to Africa so that, at the high-level segment of the seventh session of the Conference of the Parties to the Convention, African countries could call on their development partners with a view to promoting bilateral collaboration. 

Noting that Africa could no longer wait for results, he expressed disappointment that the abundance of new initiatives for Africa over the last decade had met with such limited success. One of the fundamental tenets of the Convention to Combat Desertification was that each individual country was in the best position to identify its own problems and solutions; consequently, the instigators of new initiatives should consult with African countries to ensure that their initiatives were focused appropriately. He called on representatives to reaffirm their commitment to TerrAfrica, a new initiative developed by NEPAD and the World Bank in collaboration with the Convention secretariat, the European Union and others to promote sustainable land management and combat land degradation in Africa by providing African countries with the scientific, technical and financial assistance that they needed to carry out the priority activities identified in their national poverty reduction strategies and action plans. In closing, he said that, as the International Year of Deserts and Desertification and the tenth anniversary of the entry into force of the Convention, 2006 provided a unique opportunity to raise the awareness of the international community of the problems associated with desertification.

Ms. Maathai welcomed the representatives to Kenya on behalf of the Minister for Environment and Natural Resources of Kenya. She described an alarming account given  by Ms. Irene Collins, commander of the space shuttle Discovery, of the huge blanket of dust, the silted rivers and the vast areas of deforested land that she had observed over the continent of Africa as she had returned from space. Ms. Maathai urged the representatives to guide their Governments towards finding solutions to protect the wealth of their nations. Noting that numerous civilizations had become extinct as a result of environmental degradation, she said that the great enemy at present was desertification and that there should be a massive mobilization of resources to fight that enemy. Attitude, however, rather than money, was the problem in Africa. The continent was rich in resources, but it needed to manage those resources in a sustainable and equitable way, practice good governance and invest in peace. 

In his opening statement, Mr. Elwaer underscored the need for cooperation in efforts to combat desertification in Africa, noting that much remained to be done before the battle was won. He expressed his pleasure that the present meeting marked the resumption of the consultative meetings traditionally held by AMCEN to reach common positions for the conferences of the Parties to the three Rio conventions, and his gratitude to UNEP and to the Convention secretariat for having supported the efforts of AMCEN to organize the meeting. 

Of the immense challenges faced by the African continent, land degradation and desertification were among the most serious and pervasive, threatening the lives of millions of people and seriously affecting more than one third of the total land area of the continent. If current trends persisted, crop yields could be halved within 40 years, severely aggravating poverty and leading to a sharp increase in the number of malnourished people in Africa. Already, over the past decade, the continent had become increasingly dependent on food aid and imports. Much of Africa’s agricultural potential remained untapped and recurrent droughts and extreme weather events associated with climate change were making agricultural development even more difficult.

In its recent report on ecosystems and human well-being, the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, which had been launched by the Secretary-General of the United Nations in June 2001, described desertification as potentially the most important ecosystem change affecting the lives of the poor. The action plan for the environment initiative  of NEPAD had been prepared to promote the sustainable development of Africa, in line with the emphasis placed by NEPAD on measures to ensure that the continent could confront its short-term economic challenges without losing sight of the long‑term imperatives. The Convention to Combat Desertification addressed the challenges of desertification from the perspective of sustainable development; its implementation remained, therefore, one of the top environmental priorities for Africa. 

B. Attendance

The meeting was attended by representatives of the following AMCEN member countries: Algeria, Angola, Benin, Botswana, Burkina Faso, Cape Verde, Central African Republic, Chad, Congo, Côte d’Ivoire, Democratic Republic of the Congo, Djibouti, Egypt, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Gabon, Gambia, Ghana, Guinea, Guinea Bissau, Kenya, Lesotho, Libyan Arab Jamahiriya, Madagascar, Malawi, Mali, Mauritania, Mauritius, Mozambique, Namibia, Niger, Nigeria, Sao Tome and Principe, Senegal, Sierra Leone, South Africa, Togo, Tunisia, Uganda, United Republic of Tanzania and Zambia. 

It was also attended by representatives of the African Development Bank; the AMCEN secretariat; the secretariat of the Convention on the Conservation of Migratory Species; the secretariat of the Convention on Wetlands of International Importance especially as Waterfowl Habitat; NEPAD; the secretariat of the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification; the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP); UNEP; and United Nations Volunteers. A complete list of participants has been circulated in document UNEP/AMCEN/Prep.Mtg-D/2 and is also available on the AMCEN website at the address www.unep.org/roa/Related_Programme/AMCEN/index.asp.
C. Officers

The representatives agreed that Mr. Elwaer should act as Chair of the meeting. 

D. Adoption of the agenda 

The representatives adopted the following agenda on the basis of the provisional agenda prepared by the secretariat:

1.
Opening ceremony.

2.
Presentations by the secretariat of the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification:

(a)
Status of implementation of the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification in the Africa region;

(b)
Agenda of the seventh session of the Conference of the Parties to the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification, with particular reference to issues pertinent to Africa. 

3.
Presentation by the chair of the African group of experts on the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification. 

4.
Consideration of issues of relevance to Africa on the agenda of the seventh session of the Conference of the Parties to the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification.

5.
Adoption of the African common position.

6.
Presentation on the agenda of the ninth meeting of the Conference of the Parties to the Convention on Wetlands of International Importance, especially as Waterfowl Habitat.

7.
Closure of the meeting.

II. Presentations by the secretariat of the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification

A.
Status of implementation of the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification in the Africa region 

The representative of the secretariat provided an overview of the status of implementation of the Convention in Africa, based on the findings of the Committee for the Review of the Implementation of the Convention. She noted that, at its third session, held in Bonn, Germany, from 2 to 11 May 2005, the Committee had examined reports submitted by 48 African countries, which underscored the great importance that those countries attached to the Convention. The report of that session had been circulated to representatives as document ICCD/CRIC(3)/9. She noted that, in accordance with the provisions of the Convention, 32 African countries had prepared national action programmes to combat desertification. Furthermore, four subregional action programmes had been finalized and six thematic programme networks for regional action programmes and two interregional cooperation platforms had been established. She also noted that priority had been given to the Convention in the action plan for the environment initiative of NEPAD.

The reports of the African countries revealed that, although efforts had been made to increase the participation of civil society in the Convention implementation process and to create an enabling environment, there was still a need for an effective legislative framework and the policymaking authority of the national bodies set up to coordinate the Convention process needed to be enhanced. The reports also underlined the need for greater coherence between national action programmes and poverty reduction and investment strategies and indicated that considerable difficulties remained in accessing external funding. There were, however, some positive signs: for example, a number of African countries had submitted project proposals to the Global Environment Facility, the financial mechanism for the Convention, some of which had been approved, and there had been progress in developing a common methodology for integrating the Rio conventions into planning instruments. TerrAfrica was seen as a positive development, answering a call from African countries for support from their partners. Furthermore, while there continued to be a lack of standardized systems for collecting data, insufficient coordination among institutions and only modest progress in developing and using benchmarks and indicators, technical progress had been made in some areas and country profiles were proving to be a valuable tool. There was a need to promote links with centres of excellence in developed countries, however, and to build capacities in local communities. 

Citing a number of the Committee’s conclusions and recommendations, she said that, as the success of national action programmes was closely linked to the effective participation of local populations, the capacities of local communities should be strengthened. The International Year of Deserts and Desertification provided a valuable opportunity in that regard. Furthermore, it was important to focus on existing mechanisms and structures, rather than on creating new ones. There was also a need for coherent and efficient strategies on conflict management at the regional level and a need to improve integration of the Convention into national strategies. The mobilization of adequate, timely and predictable financing was crucial. The findings of the Committee would be reflected in a draft decision on strengthening the implementation of the Convention in Africa, to be presented to the Conference of the Parties at its seventh session for deliberation and possible adoption.

B.
Agenda of the seventh session of the Conference of the Parties to the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification, with particular reference to issues pertinent to Africa

A representative of the Convention secretariat gave a brief presentation on the agenda and work programme of the seventh session of the Conference of the Parties, with particular reference to issues pertinent to Africa. The preparatory segment of the session had taken place the previous week, from 17 to 21 October 2005, and the high-level segment was due to take place the following week. The agenda of that session had been circulated to representatives as document ICCD/COP(7)/1. He noted with satisfaction that a representative of Kenya had been elected to serve as President and a representative of Chad had been elected to serve as one of the vice‑presidents of the Conference.

III. Presentation by the Chair of the African group of experts on the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification 

Mr. Bongani Masuku (Swaziland), chair of the African group of experts on the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification, provided an overview of the issues that had been discussed during the preparatory segment of the seventh session of the Conference of the Parties, drawing attention to a number of particularly sensitive issues which were still being negotiated. One such issue was that of the financing of the regional coordination units, which were currently being funded under the supplementary budget of the Convention secretariat. The Group of 77 and China was urging the Conference to take a decision to fund those units from the core budget. Regrettably, however, the developed country Parties were yet to be convinced of the value of such a decision. There was clearly a need for the Parties to agree on the principles and terms of reference of the regional coordination units.

On the issue of the financing of the Convention secretariat, he pointed out that the secretariat had requested a 20.45 per cent increase in its budget to overcome the constraints which it faced due to the depreciation of the United States dollar and to fund the implementation of new decisions adopted by the Conference of the Parties. There were indications, however, that developed country Parties were reluctant to provide adequate financial resources to allow the secretariat to carry out its functions, arguing that the secretariat had overspent. African ministers should emphasize the need to mobilize resources. They should also reject the proposal made by a group of developed country Parties to introduce an additional agenda item on procedures for appointing the Executive Secretary of the Convention secretariat and the terms of reference of that office, noting that it would be unwise to discuss such a sensitive issue in the absence of legal advisors. 

He further pointed out that, pursuant to a decision of the Conference of the Parties at its sixth session, the Joint Inspection Unit of the United Nations had carried out an independent investigation of the secretariat which had revealed a lack of common understanding and a failure to recognize the Convention in its proper perspective, as a developmental convention. A team of experts could perhaps be established to consider the report thoroughly, persuade all Parties to recognize its value and emphasize the urgent need to implement some of its recommendations. 

He also recalled that, at its fourth session held from 18 to 21 October 2005, the Committee for the Review of the Implementation of the Convention had, among other things, reviewed the report of its third session (ICCD/CRIC(3)/9), which had focused in particular on the implementation of the Convention in Africa. The aim had been to incorporate the recommendations contained in that report into draft decisions for consideration by the Conference of the Parties. He drew attention in particular to a draft decision on collaboration between the Convention and the Global Environment Facility, which contained a memorandum of understanding between the two bodies. Although a number of Parties had expressed dissatisfaction with the text of the memorandum of understanding and had called for further negotiations, he urged Parties to accept the text as it stood, in order to avoid further delays in its adoption and implementation. In that context, he underscored the importance of the negotiations on the fourth replenishment of the Global Environment Facility Trust Fund, and said that partners should be encouraged to increase their allocations to ensure adequate funding for the implementation of the Convention.

Noting that the Committee on Science and Technology had met from 18 to 20 October 2005 and had prepared a number of draft decisions for consideration by the Conference of the Parties, he underscored the need for the support of the scientific community in efforts to implement the Convention.

In closing, he recalled that, at its fifty-eighth session, the United Nations General Assembly had declared 2006 the International Year of Deserts and Desertification and urged African countries to carry out appropriate activities and renew their commitment to the Convention both in principle and financially.

IV. Consideration of issues of relevance to Africa on the agenda of the seventh session of the Conference of the Parties to the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification

In considering the item, there was extensive discussion on the regional coordination units established to oversee the implementation of the Convention, which were currently funded under the supplementary budget of the Convention secretariat. Some representatives requested further information on the African regional coordination unit, which was housed by the African Development Bank in Tunis, including on its work programme; its efficiency and effectiveness compared to other regional coordination units; the transparency of its operation; and its relationship with the African Development Bank. Several representatives expressed the opinion that the African regional coordination unit needed to work more efficiently and noted that it could contribute to the effective implementation of several national action programmes in Africa. Some representatives requested the African regional coordination unit to keep African countries better informed of its activities. A representative of the African Development Bank said that the Bank’s linkage with the unit enabled the unit to gain access to resources and to function in a cost‑effective manner, and promoted synergy between the Bank and the Convention. It was agreed that the African regional coordination unit was a vital mechanism for facilitation and coordination of the implementation of the African regional action programme, and that AMCEN should urge the seventh session of the Conference of the Parties to take a decision placing regional coordination units under the core budget of the Convention.

A number of concerns were expressed with regard to the programme budget for the biennium 2006–2007. The falling value of the dollar against the euro was reducing the purchasing power of the budget, especially since the location of the secretariat in Bonn meant that most expenses were incurred in the euro zone. In addition, staffing cutbacks were making it more difficult for the secretariat to function efficiently. It was generally felt that the Convention secretariat was being expected to accept more stringent financial constraints than other convention secretariats. It was agreed that AMCEN should strongly support the adoption of the programme budget for the biennium 2006–2007, as presented by the secretariat. 

With regard to the report by the Joint Inspection Unit on its comprehensive review of the activities of the secretariat, there was general agreement that the recommendations contained in the report should be implemented in their entirety.

Several representatives welcomed the designation of 2006 as the International Year of Deserts and Desertification, viewing it as an opportunity to urge partners to renew their commitment to the Convention at all levels. A number of local, national and regional awareness‑raising activities were suggested, including the issuance of commemorative postage stamps.

Several representatives spoke in favour of active lobbying to ensure the robust replenishment of the Global Environment Facility, particularly in the focal area of land degradation. Others expressed the view that the African region was not adequately availing itself of the funding opportunities presented by the Facility, noting that it was vital to strengthen capacities in terms of constructing and presenting programmes in a manner that attracted funding. It was agreed that AMCEN should support the draft memorandum of understanding between the Convention and the Global Environment Facility as it stood, on the understanding that it would be concluded between the Conference of the Parties and the Council of the Global Environment Facility at the earliest opportunity.

A drafting group was established to prepare a document summarizing the African common position on the issues of relevance to Africa on the agenda of the seventh session of the Conference of the Parties, taking into account the main points raised during the discussion.

V. Adoption of the African common position

The document prepared by the drafting group containing the African common position was adopted, as orally amended, and is reproduced in the annex to the present report.

VI. Presentation on the agenda of the ninth meeting of the Conference of the Parties to the Convention on Wetlands of International Importance, especially as Waterfowl Habitat

A representative of the secretariat of the Convention on Wetlands of International Importance especially as Waterfowl Habitat provided some background information on the Convention and gave a brief presentation on the agenda of the ninth meeting of the Conference of the Parties to that Convention, which was to be held in Kampala, Uganda, from 8 to 15 November 2005. He urged the representatives to attend the meeting, noting that issues of particular relevance to Africa would be discussed.

VII. Closure of the meeting

Following the customary exchange of courtesies, the Chair declared the meeting closed at 6.30 p.m. on Saturday, 22 October 2005.


Annex 

African common position on the issues of relevance to Africa on the agenda of the seventh session of the Conference of the Parties to the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification
General

1. The African Ministerial Conference on the Environment (AMCEN) affirms that the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification in Those Countries Experiencing Serious Drought and/or Desertification, Particularly in Africa constitutes a vital mechanism for addressing global poverty. As the World Summit on Sustainable Development has recognized, the Convention serves as an invaluable instrument at the service of the international community to achieve the Millennium Development Goals as they relate to poverty and the environment.

2. Despite this strategic importance, Ministers note that developed country partners have been unable to provide adequate financial support, both in respect of implementation of the work of the Convention and the operation of its main organ, the secretariat. African ministers of the environment are very much concerned by this situation and call on donor countries to apply a consistent approach to the level of resources that they commit to the Convention, as compared with the Convention on Biological Diversity and the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change.

3. While noting the progress that has been made in the implementation of the Convention despite the constraints faced, AMCEN strongly affirms the need for the Convention to focus its energies upon implementation of Convention activities.

Collaboration between the Convention and the Global Environment Facility

4. AMCEN notes that the Global Environment Facility has become an important financial mechanism and calls for a substantial increase in the allocation of funds to the Facility. In particular, the Council of the Global Environment Facility and donors should support a robust fourth replenishment in the land degradation focal area.

5. AMCEN supports the current draft of the memorandum of understanding between the Convention and the Global Environment Facility, on the condition that the memorandum of understanding is concluded between the Conference of the Parties to the Convention and the Council of the Global Environment Facility.

6. AMCEN notes that the African Development Bank is one of the executing agencies of the Global Environment Facility and therefore has potentially direct access to Global Environment Facility resources. AMCEN is also requesting the African Development Bank to support African countries in their efforts to tap into economic diversification opportunities (incentives arising from the three Rio conventions) by financing its lending portfolio environmental effectiveness projects and services.

Regional coordination units

7. AMCEN considers that the regional coordination unit is a vital mechanism for facilitation and coordination of the implementation of the regional action programmes, particularly that of Africa. On this basis, AMCEN urges that the seventh session of the Conference of the Parties takes a decision to place regional coordination units on the core budget of the Convention.

Budget of the Convention

8. AMCEN notes with concern the problems that have arisen from inadequate funding of the Convention, in part as a result of the depreciation of the United States dollar over recent years. With this in mind, AMCEN supports adoption of the programme budget for the biennium 2006—2007, as presented by the secretariat.

9. AMCEN notes that funding difficulties are further compounded by the failure of some members, including some African States, to meet their funding commitments under the Convention. In this regard, AMCEN urges all country parties to clear their arrears and meet their future obligations. 

Report on the comprehensive review on the activities of the secretariat

10. AMCEN notes the findings of the Joint Inspection Unit report and expresses concern that the Convention secretariat is currently unable to undertake its full responsibilities because of inadequate funding. The report of the Joint Inspection Unit should be endorsed and its recommendations implemented. 
International Year of Deserts and Desertification

11. AMCEN welcomes the designation of 2006 as the International Year of Deserts and Desertification and urges partners to renew their commitment to the Convention at all levels, in particular by supporting events and activities and making more resources available at national level.

Activities of the Committee for the Review of the Implementation of the Convention

12. AMCEN notes the conclusions of the third session of the Committee for the Review of the Implementation of the Convention, which focused on the review of African national reports, and requests further support on the implementation of action programmes. On this basis, and in view of the fact that the initial work programme of the Committee is incomplete, particularly in Latin America and Asia, there is a clear need for continued funding for the Committee’s activities.

13. On this basis, AMCEN recommends that the work of the Committee be extended beyond its scheduled termination at the end of 2005 and that consideration be given to its establishment as a permanent subsidiary body to the Conference of the Parties.

Activities of the Committee on Science and Technology

14. AMCEN notes the activities undertaken by the Committee on Science and Technology and recognizes the need for greater scientific input into the implementation of the Convention at the national and local levels.

15. AMCEN recommends increased funding to support the activities of the Committee on Science and Technology. 

Additional item on the agenda of the seventh session of the Conference of the Parties

16. AMCEN opposes the introduction to the agenda of the seventh session of the Conference of the Parties of an item on procedures for selecting the executive secretary of the Convention, and opposes the discussion of the issue at the session. 

Proliferation of new initiatives

17. AMCEN welcomes new initiatives aimed at combating land degradation. It is imperative that these new initiatives source new and additional funding, are linked within the NEPAD framework and serve to foster national action programmes.
_________________
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