CDKN VOICES
Over the last few years, I have been spending a lot of time in the least developed countries in the world, mainly in sub-Saharan Africa and Asia. The 15th Conference of the Parties (COP) in Copenhagen in 2009 was a tipping point, where many attending heads of state from these regions returned to their countries gripped with the challenges of climate change.

There is growing awareness among policy-makers that this challenge has to be tackled both at the global and national levels. In developing countries, extreme weather conditions such as droughts and flooding are likely to exacerbate existing poverty and threaten development. Tensions over resource constraints, the biggest one of which is water, are also likely to worsen.

What I’m finding is that, consequently, there is growing demand for support and capacity building – particularly from those developing countries that are dealing with the impacts of climate change on their most vulnerable people right now.

The first thing that government and policy-makers in developing countries are saying is ‘we are convinced, now what do we do’. We really do not have all the answers for them, except to support them to build national capabilities to deal with the impacts of climate change at the national level. 

Some countries are doing this faster than others and they all need to learn from each other.  Globally, one of the greatest challenges we face is that we do not have good structures in place for South-South Cooperation, particularly across the three continents of Asia, Africa and Latin America.

Genuine South-South and also North-South learning, with policy-makers from countries leading the way, will be important over the next five years. This will enable a move towards a new era of technologies, where developing countries can move forward without following the same development path of previously industrialising countries – a path that did not take account of pollution. The use of solar power for rural communities across all three continents is a good example of how countries can leapfrog high carbon development pathways.

In supporting this type of capacity building, initiatives like the Climate and Development Knowledge Network can really make a difference.  When it comes to climate compatible development we’ve lost a lot of time. On the other hand, if we make the required mental shift and investment to move towards a low carbon pathway then we can progress very quickly.
On a personal level, I am helping to set up a new International Centre for Climate Change and Development in my home country of Bangladesh, with support from the International Institute for Environment and Development. The centre’s primary focus will be on capacity building and training of people from developing countries on issues of climate change and development. 

The reason for locating it in Bangladesh is not only that it has become the iconic vulnerable country in the climate change world, but also that is genuinely progressive in this area. We want to share this expertise with other developing countries both in Asia, as well as in Africa and Latin America.

Bangladesh is heading towards becoming a middle income country with a reduction in the population growth rate to less than 2% a year. Agricultural production has more than kept pace with the population growth, the economic development rates are about 5% and growing. 
However, climate change threatens this trajectory quite significantly.
Flooding, cyclones and droughts in Bangladesh are already more frequent and severe, adversely affecting agriculture and livelihoods. While Bangladesh used to have major floods once every 20 years, in the last 20 years they occurred four times. 

In 1991, the country had a cyclone that killed over 100,000 people. In 2006, another one occurred of a similar magnitude, but the death toll came down to less than 3000. More than 2 million people were successfully given early warnings and moved to shelters. This was as a result of investing heavily in early warning systems including the technical capability to receive and interpret information from satellite systems. 


It was also a result of disseminating early warnings through the Red Crescent volunteers, and through other non-governmental organisations. In many cases this involved educating children who better understood the consequences and could help move their families to safe shelters.

It did not reduce the impact on the economy, but saved lives.

At the policy level, the Bangladesh Climate Change Strategy and Action Plan was prepared in 2008 by the previous government and by Bangladeshi national research experts with consultation from civil society.

The finance minister at the time allocated $50 million from his national budget to implement it. With a change of government the new finance minister added another $50 million to the Climate Change Resilience Fund so that Bangladesh has now put $100 million of its own money into implementing the strategy. 

At the same time the country is inviting international donors to provide assistance to meet the estimated costs of between $3 to $5 billion. To date the UK, Denmark and Japan have all already raised over $100 million to add to the fund. 

Bangladesh represents a good example of a country where the national government and international donors are pro-actively working together to achieve climate compatible development. 
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“At the highest political level in Bangladesh, there is recognition that we cannot afford to develop in a polluting way first, and solve problems later. We’re going to have to leapfrog forwards, and follow a low carbon, sustainable pathway.”








