States facing extreme risks from climate change
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BANGLADESH happens to be the world`s most climate-vulnerable nation, according to a British-based global risks advisory firm, Maplecroft, whose survey of 170 nations released on October 20 lists 16 countries being at “extreme risk” from climate change during the next 30 years and that their economies will suffer most if adaptation not undertaken.

Of the 16 countries, five are from South Asia, with Bangladesh and India in first and second places, Nepal in fourth, Afghanistan in eighth and Pakistan at 16th place. Bangladesh is rated the worst because of a double whammy. It has the highest risk of drought and the highest risk of flooding. Only this month (October 2010) 500,000 people were driven from their homes by flood waters created by storms.

On September 21, Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina expressed fears of displacement of about 30 million people in her country because of climate change effects. They would be moving north in a region with the highest density of population in the world, leading to formidable social and even cross-border problems, according to her. But what is so surprising is the fact that despite the country`s plethora of problems, its economy is forecast to grow 5.4 per cent in 2010 by the IMF

India, ranked 2nd, is already one of the world`s emerging economies, but climate vulnerability could still adversely affect the country`s appeal as a destination for foreign investment in coming decades. Almost all regions in India are extremely prone to climate change effects. Then, unbearable population pressure, acute poverty, poor health and dependence on agriculture make India highly unpredictable in terms of consequences.

Meanwhile, speaking at the Asia Society on September 25 in New York, Foreign Minister Shah Mahmood Qureshi said that India and Pakistan were the most natural partners on issues of climate change. “We share water…the Himalayan glaciers. If they (India) get affected…we both get affected,” he added. He advocated the need for overcoming the “trust deficit” so that the region could benefit from mutual cooperation in combating climate change, terrorism and poverty.

Pakistan`s national policy on climate change which will include incentives for increasing forest acreage is in final stage of its preparation. The government has involved all the stakeholders including farmers, foresters and the private sector in its formulation. President Zardari while informing Pakistan`s position to chairman of UN Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPPCC) Dr R. K. Pachauri, who was here last week in connection with a climate conference in Islamabad, suggested cooperative relationship between institutions in Pakistan and Tata Energy Research Institute (TERI) for combating climate change in the two countries.

Climate change is often seen as a development issue, Zardari says, but for developing countries like Pakistan, it is a matter of survival because extreme weather pattern threatens availability of food, water, energy and health. It poses a direct and serious threat to sustainable development in our part of the world. Although Pakistan contributes too little to global emissions, yet it faces severe climate change impacts such as sea level rise, melting of glaciers and droughts and floods besides stress on agriculture. The rise of deadly monsoons this year was a new but terrible development for Pakistan.

Prime Minister Gilani ,while speaking at the climate conference on October 21, said climate change, with all its severity and unpredictability, has become a hard reality to live with for Pakistani population. The massive devastation caused by the recent floods reconfirms the country`s extreme vulnerability to the adverse impact of climate change.

Pakistan, hence, has set eyes on a substantive outcome at United Nation Climate Change Conference (COP16), being held in Cancun in December. It should pave the way for a consensus that covers an overall commitment to reduce emissions by the developed countries, support for developing countries for mitigation actions, improving the governance and creation of a new global climate change fund.

Among the regions likely to suffer most, South Asia is the most vulnerable because of changes in weather patterns that resulted in natural calamities such as floods in Pakistan and Bangladesh this year. Maplecroft`s Climate Change Vulnerability Index is seen as a guide for strategic investment and policymaking. Its findings are in consonance with the contents of the UN`s Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Changes (IPCC) Fourth Assessment Report which also identified South Asia as the most vulnerable region.

Sir Nicholas Stern, the eminent climatologist, had advised South Asian countries in 2007 to brace for combating the effects of global warming, even as they work to combat the human causes of climate change. He had warned South Asians that they would get torrents during the wet season and dry rivers in the dry season. So they would get a combination of flood and drought.

The barometer of Maplecroft`s Climate Change Vulnerability Index (CCVI) is based on 42 social, economic and environmental factors to assess a nation`s vulnerabilities across three core areas. These are: firstly, exposure to climate-related natural disasters and sea-level rise; secondly, human sensitivity in terms of population patterns, development, dependence on agricultural; thirdly, future vulnerability by considering the adaptive capacity of a country`s government and infrastructure to combat climate change.

The index rates 16 countries as “extreme risk,” with five from South Asia and the sixth, Sri Lanka (34), is rated “high risk.” Other “extreme risk” include: Madagascar (3), Mozambique (5), Philippines (6), Haiti (7), Zimbabwe (9), Myanmar (10), Ethiopia (11), Cambodia (12), Vietnam (13), Thailand (14) and Malawi (15). Africa is home to 12 out of the 25 countries most at risk.

There are 11 countries considered “low risk”, with Norway (170), Finland (169), Iceland (168), Ireland (167), Sweden (166) and Denmark (165) performing the best. However, Russia (117), the US (129), Germany (131), France (133) and the UK (138) are all rated as `medium risk` countries, whilst China (49), Brazil (81) and Japan (86) feature in the “high risk” category.

The urgency of addressing Pakistan`s environmental problems has probably never been greater. Conservative estimates suggest that environmental degradation costs the country at least six per cent of GDP, or about Rs365 billion per year. The most significant causes identified and cost estimated in a 2006 World Bank report on Pakistan are (1) illness and premature mortality caused by air pollution (almost 50 per cent of the total damage cost); (2) diarrhoeal diseases and typhoid due to inadequate water supply, sanitation and hygiene (about 30 per cent), and (3) reduced agricultural productivity due to soil degradation (about 20 per cent).
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