Fishermen carry

nets back to their
village in Mucoroge,
Mozambique. Rising
sea levels will threaten

low-lying coastal

areas and cause the
salinisation of surface
water and groundwater
aquifers in some
coastal communities.
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A4

a growing

challenge for development and
poverty reduction

In 2007 the world focused on climate change as
never before, following the release of a report by
the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC) that put to rest any reasonable doubt
about human contribution to global warming.
The panel found that warming is unequivocal,
and added that it was at least 90 per cent certain
that human activity, rather than natural climate
variation, was responsible for the higher average
temperatures we have seen in the past 50 years.

For IFAD, climate change has a special significance
because our mission is to enable poor rural people to
overcome poverty and hunger. Agriculture is the main
source of livelihood for most poor rural people, and
it is also the human activity most directly affected by
climate change.

In the months following the report, there have been
many milions of words dedicated to climate change
and its impact. Attention has focused on mitigation,
slowing the pace of climate change, and adaptation,
helping people cope with its effects. Remarkably little
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has been said or written about the people who will feel
the impact most — the poor rural people of developing
countries — and even less attention has been given to
how they can contribute to slowing its advance.

The poorest will suffer most

Three out of four of the world’s one bilion poorest
people live in rural areas and depend on agriculture
and related activities for their livelihoods. More rapid
agricultural and rural development is essential to the
achievement of the Millennium Development Goals
(MDGs). The world’s poorest people are subsistence
farmers, nomadic herders, day labourers and fishers.
Many live on ecologically fragile land: mountains,
coastal areas and deserts. They depend on vulnerable
sectors — agriculture, livestock, fisheries and forestry
— for their livelihoods. Women in rural areas, particularly
those responsible for fetching water and keeping
livestock, are expected to pay a particularly high price
as the climate changes.

The IPCC has said very clearly that climate change will
hit the poorest and most vulnerable people hardest.
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There is clearly an economic, social and moral
imperative to help poor rural people adapt to climate
change in a sustainable way.

A multitude of problems

Climate change makes it more difficult to predict
weather patterns and to plant crops at the appropriate
time. Rising sea levels will threaten low-lying coastal
areas and cause the salinisation of surface water and
groundwater aquifers in some coastal communities.
More frequent flooding will arise from heavy and
erratic precipitation and ice melts. At the same time,
more erratic weather patterns will affect the reliability
of water sources for irrigation and livestock. In some
regions, climate change will also lead to a higher
incidence of vector-borne diseases, such as malaria,
schistosomiasis and dengue fever, as well as pests
affecting livestock and crops.

Three out of four of the world’s
one bilion poorest people live in
rural areas and depend on
agriculture and related activities
for their livelihoods.

The seriousness of the situaton must not be
underestimated. Climate change is expected to put
almost 50 million extra people at risk of hunger by
2020. In some high-latitude regions food production
may increase with higher temperatures. But in others,
yields may drop significantly.

In Africa, about 50 per cent of farmland suffers to
some extent from soil erosion; as much as 80 per

cent of pasture and rangelands exhibit some form of
degradation. Over 95 per cent of African agriculture
depends on rainfall. Models indicate that about
80,000 square kilometres of agricultural land in sub-
Saharan Africa currently deemed constrained will
improve as a result of climate change. However, this
will be more than offset by the estimated 600,000
square kilometres currently classified as moderately
constrained that will become even more severely
affected. This threatens to further affect food security
and exacerbate malnutrition on the continent.

Rising sea levels wil threaten
low-lying coastal areas and cause
the salinisation of surface water
and groundwater aquifers.

Cereal production in North Africa could drop by
over 18 per cent. In the temperate regions of Latin
America, soya bean yields are expected to rise. But
in drier areas, climate change is expected to lead
to salinisation and desertification of agricultural land.
Productivity of livestockand some important crops are
expectedto decline. Higher sea surface temperatures
are expected to cause shifts in the location of south-
east Pacific fish stocks. Coastal areas, especially
in heavily populated delta regions, will be at risk
of flooding.

There will be greater competition over water resources
available for human consumption, agriculture and
industry, as a result of changing rain patterns and the
disappearance of glaciers.

Agricultural commodity prices are rising, partly due
to changing weather patterns, and it is believed they
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Fishermen sell their
catch at a market in
Jessore, Bangladesh.
Poor rural people

need better access

to markets and the
opportunities for
enterprise that can
help them diversify and
increase their income.

Credit: IFAD/
Alexandra Boulat

117






