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Ladies and Gentlemen

I wish to welcome you all to the Conference of African Ministries of Agriculture. I also bring greetings from H.E. Mrs Tumusiime Rhoda Peace, Commissioner for Rural Economy and Agriculture of the AU Commission. Let me take this opportunity to express our deepest appreciation to the Government and People of the Republic of Malawi for hosting the Conference of African Ministers of Agriculture here in Lilongwe, and for according to us excellent facilities and warm hospitality since our arrival here.  The fact that this meeting is taking place in Malawi is not accidental in view of what Malawi, under the exemplary leadership of H.E. Prof. Bingu wa Mutharika, has demonstrated in the last few years to the satisfaction of many observers in successfully transforming its agricultural sector and the rural economy from a food deficient and dependent to a food surplus and vibrant one. 
It is now an established wisdom that economic development in Africa is to be achieved through agricultural development. In order to place agriculture on a sustainable path of improvement and transformation, African Heads of State and Government adopted CAADP as the Continent’s new way of doing business both in respect of formulating development programmes and projects as well as in the way countries forge partnership with the international community.   

As part of the momentum created by the CAADP movement some 22 countries have already signed their CAADP compacts, thereby demonstrating to their own domestic constituency and the international community their preparedness to embark on the task of transforming their agriculture.  At the international level and in several high level fora, including the recent G-8/G-20 meetings and at the UN General Assembly gatherings, CAADP was singled out as home-grown framework that needed recognition and support. CAADP-aligned programmes have now begun to be considered as prerequisites for accessing international finance from mechanisms such as the Global Agriculture and Food Security Programme (GAFSP). In short, CAADP is delivering; however, we cannot afford to be complacent and a lot more has to be done.

The Conference’s  theme is  “Delivering on Africa’s Agriculture Development Agenda”. In this connection, it is only natural that this conference looks at the African Food Basket Initiative which, following His Excellency President Bingu wa Mutharika’s vision, aims at enabling Africa to be food secure within five years.  The Africa Food Basket Initiative takes into account the full gamut of CAADP Pillars as evidenced in the emphasis it places on judicious utilisation of land and water resources and addressing the challenges of climate change (Pillar I), improving access to national and regional markets (Pillar II), addressing vulnerabilities related to food and nutrition insecurity (Pillar III), and developing science-based solutions and adopting workable technologies that would address old and emerging problems (Pillar IV). An important value addition of the Initiative is its ambitious nature and the confidence it places upon in the ability of Africa to mobilize its material and human resources to ensuring food security within a medium term planning horizons.

It is to be recalled that HE Prof. Bingu wa  Mutharika, President of the Republic of Malawi and Chairman of the African Union, in February this year requested the AU Assembly to share his dream that five years from now no child in Africa should die of hunger and malnutrition. His Excellency further challenged that no child should go to bed hungry and proposed that Africa’s energy should be redirected towards agriculture and food security and the slogan should be “FEEDING AFRICA THROUGH NEW TECHNOLOGIES: LET US ACT NOW”.
A food and nutrition secure Africa requires strengthening of capacities of African agriculture and food systems to adapt to climate change, via improved technology generation and adoption, more and better irrigation and water control mechanisms, better markets, greater preparedness for extreme weather events, and productive and protective safety nets.  Allocating adequate amounts of financial resources to science and technology, to the development of human capacity and on essential inputs such as fertilizers and improved seeds would be useful to transform agriculture and food production. Information and communication technology can play a major role in the development of agriculture and food security in Africa.  It would enable farmers to access important information on markets and marketing arrangements and on agricultural production practices including sourcing of appropriate technologies.

As you are fully aware, Climate Change has taken a centre stage in recent discussions more especially as it affects rural livelihoods. One of Africa’s key interests in the current discourse is to bring agriculture and food security at the centre stage of Climate Change discussions and negotiations.   Recently the African Union Commission, in partnership with strategic regional and international partners, hosted an Africa-wide Conference on Agriculture, Food Security and Climate Change to enhance Africa’s preparedness.   The expected outcomes of this conference include adoption of actions for strengthening agriculture in the climate change negotiations and enrichment of the CAADP-inspired AUC-NEPAD ‘Agriculture and Climate Change Adaptation-Mitigation Framework’.  We consider agriculture as critical given the pivotal role it plays in our economies and livelihoods in terms of employment, household incomes, government revenue, food security and, indeed, pursuit of Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) including combating hunger, malnutrition as well as poverty.  The drive towards providing agriculture a rightful place in the climate change negotiating process is therefore a concern for all us present here. 

In addition to the above thematic areas, this Experts’ session will deliberate on progress on implementation of CAADP, review and examine the draft Policy Framework for Pastoralism in Africa as well as strategies for improving rural livelihoods in semi-arid zones of Africa.

You will agree with me that the issues tabled for discussion are therefore both timely and challenging. To be frank with you, much of the agricultural development challenges which we are grappling with now should have been handled long time ago, especially given the rich material and organizational resources we in Africa have at our own disposal.  All this is to underscore the fact that time is not on our side.  If I just zoom in on the climate challenge, you would all agree with me that climate change is happening and is adversely affecting the lives and livelihoods of millions of Africans who eke out a living from ecological resources that are under threat. 

Fortunately, given the depth and breadth of the intellectual capacity assembled here there is no doubt that you would give your utmost to coming up with concrete proposals to advancing the African Food Basket Initiative and charting ways of tackling the climate challenge in ways that benefit the advancement of agriculture in Africa. I urge this meeting to bring forth key issues, messages and recommendations for action with the view to realizing the vision of a food and nutrition secure Africa.  I am confident that your deliberations will be positively reviewed and adopted by our Ministers of Agriculture during their session that kicks off tomorrow.   
Finally, I would like to draw your attention to some important and exciting events that are taking place in the margins of the Conference of the African Ministers of Agriculture. Yesterday, the General Assembly of African Farmers Forum kicked off next door in this same venue. As I speak now, farmers are also deliberating on a number of strategic issues that concern us. It is scheduled that the African Farmers Forum will be launched tomorrow. Also during the Opening Session of the Ministerial Segment of this Conference, tomorrow, we will be launching the Framework and Guidelines for Land Policy in Africa, which was adopted by the AU Assembly of Heads of State and Government in July 2009, in Sirte, Libya. A High Level Panel Discussion, involving ministers, civil society, private sector, development partners, research organizations. All these will add color and content to the conference.

I wish you fruitful deliberations, and I Thank You! 
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