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Foreword

On January 1st 2005, Forum for Environment, a platform for Environment advocacy, lobbying and communication among the people concerned with the Ethiopian Environment, organized a half-day debate on Environmental issues involving three political parties that will contest for the coming national election. 

The debate was aimed at encouraging political parties to uphold environmental issues as frontline agenda in their political programs, creating a venue where by the general public would be aware of major environmental issues in Ethiopia in general and the programs of the political parties with respect to environmental issues in the country in particular. More over the debate was organized as part of the Forum’s efforts to highlight the issue of environmental protection in bringing about sustainable development and poverty alleviation. 

Representatives of the ruling party (EPRDF), the Union of Ethiopia Democratic Forces (UEDF), and the Coalition for Unity and Democracy (CUD) participated in the debate, as the proceedings complied in this report will show. 

Chapter One

1.1 Introduction

Nation building requires a rational use of the natural resources. But natural resources can not be exploited fully and effectively if a carefully formulated policy and strategy for the use and management of the resource base is not laid drown in a viable procedure and implementation guidelines. The design of policies to both manage natural resources in a sustainable manner and reduce poverty is very crucial to a country’s over-all economic development. This must be so because natural environment and poverty are directly related. 

Broadly speaking, the natural environment serves humans three major functions; it has direct utility value to individual consumption; it supplies inputs to the economic process; and it provides services that support life. Thus, we benefit because the environment sustains us with the variety of resources produced.

This follows that economic policy or development strategy should recognize the interconnectedness between human beings and the environment, if true environmental and social justice is to be attained. However, there is often a mainstream belief that for poor countries to develop, environmental concerns have to be sacrificed. But this requires rethinking. What should be underlined here, any way, is the fact that issues about environment, economics and politics are inter-related through the way humans interact with their surroundings and with each other. 

Many researches have shown that due to various reasons that are man-made and natural, the state of Ethiopia’s natural resources has reached to a level of near devastation. Once endowed with enormous amount of natural riches, the extent of resource degradation has become alarming. This has created a worrying situation for our country’s economic development and poverty alleviation. At issue here are environmental degradation and poverty alleviation, both urgent global issues that have a lot in common. 

Environmental degradation has long been a major problem and a source of much concern in Ethiopia. There have been all sorts of campaigns and actions in the country which all proved to be either ill-devised or not well-managed. One major argument by contemporary environmental activists is that much needed public discussion and debate has not been part of the process of protecting the environment and maintaining natural resources. 

From the experiences of various countries, a lesson could be drawn that maintaining the environment requires a coordinated activity of all governmental and non-governmental organizations as well as the public at large both in their organized and individual capacities. At issue here is the necessity and importance of creating a conducive atmosphere that allows all to work together to help preserve the environment without costly human intervention. Currently, efforts are being made to work towards that line both in individual levels and in an organized manner. There is a government body that deals with the issue of environment and its protection: the Environmental Protection Authority (EPA). There are also civic organizations established to work towards addressing the issue of environment in Ethiopia. One such civic organization in Ethiopia is Forum for Environment, a platform for environmental advocacy, lobbying and communication among the people concerned with the pressing national issue: environment. 

1.2 Keynote Address by Ato Negusu Aklilu (Coordinator, Forum for Environment)

Your Excellency Ato Kifle Lemma, Moderator of the Debate,

Dear Panelists, 

Representatives of various government bodies and civil society,

Members of the private and the state media and invited guests

Ladies and gentlemen,

On behalf of Forum for Environment (FfE), I would like to warmly welcome you all to this historic public debate. EfE is an association established by environmental activists envisioned with the aims of networking the relationships between organizations and individuals working on environmental issues, creating awareness on the need to preserve environment and advocating on environmental issues. It also aims at encouraging efforts exerted on maintaining environment.

In general, the forum tries to mitigate the existing environmental problems and works towards the realization of Article 92.4 inscribed in the National Constitution, which states that the state and citizens are obliged to preserve their environment. Based on this, the forum undertakes activities to ensure the rights of citizens to live in a clean and favorable environment. It tries to build citizens’ capacity that would enable them to execute their obligations. It also advocates for environmental justice in the country and encourages citizens to actively participate in environmental protection and development activities.

As you are well aware, various political parties are preparing themselves for the third National Election of the country. And we have organized this debate with the belief that the political parties should inform the public of their programs on environmental issues like any other developmental issues.

The political parties, which will participate in the debate, are the Ethiopian Peoples Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF), Union of Ethiopian Democratic Forces (UEDF), and Coalition for Unity and Democracy (CUD). In a bid to have participants from all groups of the society, politicians, religious leaders, scholars, public figures, representatives of governmental and non-governmental organizations, women and youth associations, the private and the state media are invited to this debate. In general, more than 400 individuals are invited to attend the debate. 

However, due to lack of time and resource we were are unable to invite all the political parties to take part in this meeting as panelists. We apologize for not being able to do so.

Usually professionals are the only ones who usually discuss and express their views on environmental issues. But the decision makers are political leaders. Hence, we believe that this kind of debate will fill the existing information and knowledge gap between professionals and political leaders.

The main objectives of the debate are:

1. To encourage political parties to give due attention to environmental issues like any other developmental issues.

2. To give the opportunity for the political parties’ leaderships to inform the public of their views and stances on environmental issues and enhance publics awareness, attention and concern on environmental issues.

3. To create awareness on the key role of environment in bringing about sustainable development and alleviating poverty.

Thus, the debate will focus on the level of attention the political parties have given to environmental issues, the main environmental problems in Ethiopia in the eyes of the political parties, and the efforts to be exerted by the political parties to resolve the problems revolving around environmental issues.

Dear Colleagues,

Environmental protection is closely related to development, poverty alleviation and peace. The fact that the Nobel Peace Prize of the year 2004 was awarded to the renowned Kenyan environmental activist, Prof. Wangari Mathai, demonstrates the level of the international community’s awareness and understanding on environmental issues in relation to peace and global security.

The United Nations, concerned with the severe poverty most of the world’s population is lingering in and the enormous unsustainable developmental efforts, had organized the Millennium’ Summit by the year 2000. During that Summit the heads of states who pledged to change the situations initiated eight development goals. Since then, countries, aid agencies and non-governmental organizations have been exerting various efforts to achieve these goals. Our country has also been trying to achieve these goals until that time.

Accordingly, the seventh goal is ensuring sustainable environment. Desertification, bio-diversity, global warming, forestry and water management are the main environmental protection issues which this goal emphasized.

The main targets of the environment goal are:

· To integrate environmental issues into country policies and programs,

· To reverse the on going devastation of natural resources, and

· To enhance environmental services.

Studies undertaken by the World Bank and other institutions indicated that the correlation between environmental issues and other development goals had made them to be considered as the focal point of all the other development goals. 

Therefore we request the political parties how seriously they have considered the issues of environmental protection and preservation and sustainable development. Because, otherwise, the development vision for the coming generation could only be a dream. We hope that we all will take a lesson from the debate. We also hope that constructive ideas which could be used to improve the environmental situation in our country will come out of this debate.

Finally, I would like to sincerely thank Heinrich Boell Foundation, which provided us with the financial assistance required to organize this program. On behalf of FfE, I also would like to thank the political parties, members of the media and all other participants for taking part in this debate and wish you successful deliberation.

Chapter Two: Introductory Speech by Political Parties

2.1 Ato Abdissa Yadeta (EPRDF)

First of all I would like thank FfE for giving us the opportunity to discuss environmental issues.

EPRDF has committed itself to fighting poverty and bringing sustainable development. Our party considers natural resources as the basic elements to bringing about sustainable development. Using our water resource, vast land, and manpower, we are engaged in serious activities. EPRDF believes that sustainable development. cannot be successful without the well-being of the environment, EPRDF has based its activities on environmental protection and development strategy. In this regard, our party believes that the role of the society is crucial. EPRDF has identified the environmental problems in fighting poverty. Land degradation is its first area of concern. This could be explained in terms of soil erosion, deterioration of soil fertility, the reduction of vegetation and biodiversity and the recurrent drought being caused by global warming. 

EPRDF believes that the pollution caused by dry and liquid wastes in urban areas is a problem hampering the process of sustainable development. It considers the problems of areas polluted by hazardous wastes or chemicals. It is also aware of the pollution caused by industrial wastes. EPRDF takes these problems into consideration to bring about the much-desired sustainable development. To tackle these problems, there are several activities, which are being undertaken. The first step is to prepare a legal framework. This includes drafting policies, proclamations and directives. Environmental policy, rural development, and national biodiversity protection policies were introduced. Poverty reduction strategy and sustainable development program are part of the framework. 

Some Environmental proclamations are also declared. The Environmental Impact Assessment Proclamation, which helps to control environmental pollution, was enacted. EPRDF has created environmental protection bodies. These are the measures taken to support the environmental protection activities. On the other hand there are activities undertaken [or planned to be undertaken] in terms of institutionalization. 

Environmental bureaus were established in the regions. Since Weredas and Kebeles are the platforms for development, environmental work is being done by these organs. Responsibilities are given to Weredas, and the Kebeles are mobilizing the society to play its role in environmental protection activities. This is in accordance with our decentralization system.

To train the required professionals in higher educational institutions, expansion projects are underway. Environmental science was incorporated in the primary schools educational curriculum. The government has a plan to train 55,000 professionals in agricultural technical training institutions and to deploy one professional in every Kebele. 

The institutions with the federal government are providing assistance to the regions. The main task is to mobilize the public and carry out soil conservation activities. The annual number of working days was only 145. But this was increased to 300 through negotiations with religious leaders and communities. This was done by changing the people’s attitude and by engaging them in developmental activities. 

Environment has a broad definition. EPRDF believes that environmental activities as broad as the definition. But the task is not the responsibility of one political party or institution. It requires multi-sect oral development activities.

The aims of EPRDF's environmental policy are to improve the lives of the people, to bring sustainable development and to bring social and economic development. Soil conservation is one of the environmental development activities. Soil is eroded by flood and wind. Hence, we believe that we have to improve our land utilization system. Accordingly we are providing land utilization system through the agricultural extension program. Though there are several methods we focus on the natural ones such as using organic humus, a forestation and the likes. We can also preserve the fertility of the soil by harvesting water. Cultural practices could also be helpful in soil conservation. The Konso people cultural terracing activity could be a good example in this regard.

The concerned institutions have been building terraces, and drainage system. Between the years 1995-2000 soil conservation activities had been undertaken on an area of three million hectares. In 1995, 136,000 Kms of terrace was built. On the other hand, EPRDF understands the importance of preserving forests and wild animals. Our program comprises of afforestation, forest preservation and environmental development. 

The trees have economic value, which could benefit especially farmers. The society should benefit from the agroforestry projects without inflicting harms on the environment. Trees are being planted in all the regions. More than 772 million trees were planted between 1995 and 2000. Just in 1995, more than 200 million trees were planted. 

Concerning the biodiversity preservation activity there are more than 586,000 samples kept in the Gene Bank. The National Biodiversity Policy was introduced. Researches on legal hunting were also conducted.

Water resource utilization is the other issue. Communities are building small scale irrigation projects. In 1995, 6022 hectares of land was irrigated. The Arba Minch University has been undertaking various researches on water resource management. EPRDF considers dry and liquid wastes as major problems. Sewerage systems are being installed and there are many trucks, which are providing sanitary services. For instance, in 1992, more than 352,000 cubic meters of waste was disposed. The accumulation of harmful chemicals is the other concern. The government had discarded 1500 tones of harmful chemicals and efforts are underway to discard another 1100 tones. These chemicals were imported in the past 50 years.

2.2 Dr Beyene Petros (UEDF)

The Union of Ethiopian Democratic Forces believes that environmental issue is an issue of survival and death. From our perspective, there are two directions. We can see the economical aspect and the negative aspect. When we see our country we can easily understand that our environment is in jeopardy. This is clearly visible through a bird’s eye view from an aircraft. 

We believe that the EPRDF's administration had caused devastation on natural resources. We know that the EPRDF had declared several laws. But the laws were not implemented. Under the pretext of decentralization, natural resources are left without a guardian. When EPRDF came to power natural resources were subverted. That was when forests and national parks were looted like booty. That was because of EPRDF's wrong belief that people have the right to do anything with their property. But it would take many years to rehabilitate the natural resources. There is no one who is responsible for the well-being of our rivers and lakes. We know that there are several vast areas which are being exploited. But these areas are being overexploited and are prone to land degradation. 

We have noticed while EPRDF organized several environmental protection bodies now and then. At one time the Environmental Protection Authority was with the Ministry of Agriculture. Duties and responsibilities were not clearly identified. Later on, the Ministry of Natural Resources was established. The ministry was again restructured as a division. If this continues to happen, the natural resource will be no man’s land. 

If we look back to our history, our ancestors had played significant roles in protecting the environment. But today how many of the individuals who destroy natural resources are being held accountable? We believe that like any development issue such as investment, forests and parks should be given priority. They should not be left for the poor people who fight for their daily bread. There should be natural resources, which should be administered by the Federal Government. And there are also natural resources that should be administered by the regional states. 

Resettlement is the other issue. There are two problems with the resettlement program. The first one is the conflict between settlers and indigenous population. The massive deforestation caused by the settlers in search of land is a major problem. The people are not provided with new farming technology. They are simply moving with their axes to destroy new areas.

2.3 Dr Admassu Gebeyehu (CUD)

I would like to thank organizers of this meeting who invited us to discuss about this burning issue.

I would like to mention only the major issues. The most serious environmental problem is land degradation. Environmental problem is related to land ownership. The existing land policy has an adverse effect on the environment. Farmers have completely neglected their land. They don’t invest on the land. They only think of the benefit they can get today. Trees are being cut down. The land tenure system is imposed by the ruling party without consulting the public. If the government wants to resolve the environmental problem it has to revise the land tenure system. 

Chapter Three: Questions and Answers

3.1 First Round of questions

Capital Newspaper

1. It would be better if the EPRDF could give us figures that substantiate the environmental protection activities undertaken so far. Is the problem with the policy or in implementing the policy?

Radio Fana
2. Is there anything that the EPRDF is planning to do to resolve the problems with implementations? There are various constructions being undertaken in resettlements. There are also other the constructions. Have you done enough impact assessment? UEDF said that laws were not implemented. How do you think these laws could be implemented?

The Reporter Newspaper
3. CUD said the environmental problem was caused by the EPRDF’s land tenure policy. But the problem was there in the previous regimes as well, which used to have a land tenure policy you are advocating for. How do you respond to this? 

4. EPRDF has been criticized for its land tenure policy. But why is it not willing to revise its land tenure policy?

Ethiopian Television and Radio
5. What have you [opposition parties] been doing to inform the public of your land policy? You oppose resettlement program. But we have seen fruitful results in some areas. How do you respond to this?

Nation Newspaper
6. What are the positive aspects of EPRDF’s land tenure policy in terms of environmental protection? What kind of assistance does the government provide to investors and non-governmental organizations? 

7. Do you [opposition parties] believe that it is possible to completely resolve environmental problems by privatizing land?

Walta Information Center

8. Does the government believe that it is properly discharging its duty in undertaking environmental protection activities without implementing the land policy directives? What is the government doing to provide alternative energy resources? Do the apposition parties have a different environmental policy?

3.2 Responses of Political Parties

Dr. Beyene Petros (UEDF)

· Those of you who asked opposition parties in general will not get answers from our party. 

· Regarding the problems with implementations, we believe that it is the main problem. A government may have a policy. Then it should introduce directives, which would enable the implementation of the proclamations. We are saying that the directives were not introduced. There are no regulations, which would enable authorities to prosecute individuals who do not abide by the law. Here is the loophole. This, however, doesn’t necessarily mean that we agree with all the laws. We concede to the laws, which are useful to the environment. But there are some laws that we don’t accept. At this time we don’t have the mandate to draft laws. 

· As to the resettlement program, we evaluate the positive and negative results of the program. We are saying that the program is not properly implemented.

Dr. Admassu Gebeyehu (CUD)

We believe that the first problem is the land tenure policy itself. The policy does not state (identify) the body which implements the laws. The other question is who is going to buy the impoverished land. We are saying that ownership right should be given to the tiller. The owner should have the right to sell or handover the land. 

On environmental problems

It is true that environmental problems existed in previous regimes. Nevertheless, there were limited environmental problems during Emperor Hailesillassie’s regime. Mount Entoto was covered with forest during the reign of Hailesillassie. Since then, we have been felling and burning these trees. The Dergue regime had confiscated the land and made everybody a tenant. EPRDF and the Dergue are one and the same. 

On informing the public on their programmes

We are asked a very funny question. A journalist from the Ethiopian and Television and Radio asked what we have done to inform the public of our programs. The Ethiopian Television and Radio, which are the public’s property, are serving only the ruling party. How can we reach the public if we are denied access to the media? 

On the resettlement programme

As to the resettlement program, we don’t object resettlement program. But we have objection on the implementation procedures. Resettlement is one of the programs, which enable us to properly utilize natural resources. But this is possible when the program is well researched and planned. Concerning the land tenure policy, we don’t believe that we can solve all the environmental problems only by privatizing land. However, we can solve most of the problems.

Ato Teshome Eshetu (EPRDF)

There is an argument which says it was inappropriate to leave environmental protection activities to poor people. This is wrong. Environmental protection activity is the responsibility of every citizen regardless of his financial and educational status. The other wrong assertion is resettlement is the first impediment. 

Decentralization is the process of dividing power among the public. People live in an environment. We are saying that we have to move to the people. If you are saying that we can maintain the environment in the regions, while the political power is controlled by few individuals in Addis Ababa, we can not do anything. Decentralization is the first important thing to protect and develop environment.

On the resettlement programme

Concerning the resettlement program, we are saying that even if we face some challenges in some areas we have to provide aid to the people. Begging for food and aid is wrong. For the time being, however, we have to provide aid to the people. People are not felling trees for the more reason that they have axes. Our people have proved that they can produce enough food on small plots of land. When people are engaged in developmental activities they live in harmony with the environment. 

On Land tenure policy

We are not going to revise our land tenure policy because we don't believe that the policy is not the cause for our poverty. Experiences in other countries have shown that development can be achieved while the land is under public ownership. We will give our full support for investors and organizations who are engaged in environmental development activities. 

3.3 Second Round of Questions from representatives of the Civil Society and Environmental Activists

W/ro Aster Tefera 
1. How long will the restructuring of institutions continue? 

2. Isn’t the absence of directives a problem in implementing the environmental policy? 

3. The Federal Government has begun to assist regions in environmental protection activities. Was the government prepared for this program? Is there anything done to reduce the burden on women? What kind of preparations were undertaken to preserve water resources?

W/t Hiwote Teshome

4. Due attention is not given to energy. The energy department is institutionalized under two ministries. Is this proper for ensuring environmental justice in the country? What is the response of the political parties on this? 

Ato Million Belay

5. The main problem with environmental issues is wrong political decision. What is your response to this?

6. There is no clear vision set for parks and forests. What is your response to this?

Ato Kassahun Teshome (Youth Network for Sustainable Development)

7. The new generation is paying a price. What are you planning to do in order to save the new generation from paying a price? 

8. Forests are left without guardians (owners). What kinds of solution would you recommend for this problem?

3.4 Responses of the Political Parties

Dr. Admassu Gebeyehu (CUD)

On land tenure policy

Environment is wealth and wealth should be owned. There should be an environment managed by the state. There also should be an environment managed (owned) by the community. Individuals must also own environment. If we want to properly preserve the environment there has to be an owner who protects the environment. If the owner is someone and the guardian is another, it would be a problem.

On energy source

There are many proposals on energy resources. They could be half-baked but if we properly implement them they are helpful. Consultants have prepared a master plan. The problem is not with the master plan. It is a matter of properly using the studies. The problem is we are not developing the existing projects. The government doesn’t want to develop the programs launched by the previous regime. The government terminates the existing projects and launches other new projects. We have to develop important projects and abandon the unnecessary ones.

On political decisions

Wrong political decisions have been negatively affecting the environment. There should be a situation, which would enable authorities to make right political decisions on environmental issues. There should be a room for the civil society, which would enable them to contribute to the protection and development of the environment.

On the agricultural development in urban areas

There are on going agricultural development in urban areas. These projects are commendable. The existence of vegetation in urban areas in necessary for our health.

In this regard youths participation in agricultural development activities should be encouraged. Artist Sileshi Demissie’s effort to rehabilitate green areas is commendable. If an individual could bring about this kind noticeable change a better results could be achieved if we all work together. If the government cannot provide assistance to such projects, it should at least not be a barrier.

Ato Abdissa Yadeta (EPRDF)

On environmental protection laws

The absence of laws on environmental protection has been mentioned. But this is wrong. These laws have been formulated and are implemented by the Environmental Protection Authority. We also know that, currently, additional laws on environmental pollution are being drafted. This is what is being done in line with the policy. The necessary preliminary works are now under way as per the draft policy of the proclamation on the establishment of the Federation. Besides, discussions on the issue of environment laws are being held in Government Ministry offices including the Electric power Authority and Road Authority. The Federal Government signs international laws. It is also transparent about its activities on the same by disseminating written information on national and local levels.

Regarding parks

There is an argument that the ruling party states on the one hand that parks are the properties of the public, but on the other, parks are being privatized and that this is contradictory. As we have learned from the experiences of other countries, some parks are owned by the government. Some are managed by the public. There are also parks that are run by both the government and investors in a kind of joint venture. So this is not visual practice. There has been another criticism on the EPRDF government that the issue of parks is neglected and the government is not giving the attention it deserves.

It has to be known to all that the country pursues a free market policy. However in areas that are unreachable by the society or investors, the government has to do the job. This is what a free market economy is about. It is also important to note here that the government has devised a system that allows the public or investors to partake in forestry development activities or to introduce new technology in this regard. According to EPRDF, the results or outcomes of the policy should be measured in terms of whether or not the people are benefited. Its ultimate goal is to see that it is so.

Regarding the land tenure policy

As stated in the Constitution of EPRDF Government, land is a neutral resource owned by the public and the government. Federal States manage their respective resources as per the directives given to them on the same by the Federal Government. According to our policy on environment, specific directives on the use of land could be prepared first at the government level and then, gradually, go downward to lower level in the hierarchy of administrative power. Our experience so far shows that some Regional States are already working on the land use policy to some extent. Moreover, efforts are being made to prepare the national land use policy. And this has been forwarded to the concerned government body.

Concerning the argument that the way energy resources are being used in the rural areas is damaging the forest resources and negatively affecting the lives of women in those areas and that various problems are occurring because EPRDF has not given due attention to the matter, I would say that the government does give due attention to the issue of Energy in the rural areas. That was why the Rural Energy Development and Promotion Centre was established two years ago. After its establishment, efforts have been made by the government to equip the centre with the necessary resource, man power and training to enable it to discharge its duties and responsibilities fully. 

Currently, various researches are being conducted on the effective utilization of energy. For instance, a recent research has shown that coffee husks and cotton stalks could be used to make charcoal. Samples have already been produced. It is hoped that this will eventually avoid using the tree as firewood. Another research has been made to find the means of using solar and wind energy. Yet another study was conducted to find the means of supplying electric power to remote parts of the country. Efforts are also being made to expand the use of biogas technolo9gy. There are various other works that are currently under way to upgrade our electric power supply by building dams along some rives and establish small scale hydro-electric power stations.

The results of all there efforts will ultimately solve the existing shortage of energy supply in the country, and we hope that this will avoid problems being created on women in rural areas and the damages to the forest. The government is doing every thing possible to make all this a success and the issue is of much concern to it.

Regarding comments on structural changes, making changes and/or adjustments on the structures for the purpose of promoting better efficiency and outcome is necessary, as long as it is based on a systematic study. 

It has also been mentioned that today’s generation is being made to pay , It is  EPRDF’s position that the generation should not pay any debt. The government has designed a poverty alleviation strategy that invites investors and the public at large to participate and contribute towards that line. We believe that this development policy will facilitate our efforts in alleviating poverty in the country.

Concerning the ownership of forest resources

Forest resources are the properties of the government and its people. Nearby inhabitants of the land covered with forest are the owners of that resource. Forest areas demarcated by the government are its properties, protection and maintaining of the natural resources is done accordingly. As to the luck of public awareness on the issue of environment, it has to be clear that our country is one of the signatories of the world Bio-Diversity convention, and it is now doing the necessary preparations to adopt laws for its implementation.

The floor was next given to Dr. Beyene Petros of UEDF to have his say on the questions forwarded by the local press. But before doing so, he complained that representatives of EPRDF misquoted his party and presented on what they did not say as though they said it. To this, he said the following:

We are not at all against the idea that the public should play a role in protecting or maintaining the environment. It is not possible that we could say things contrary to this. We are not against the system of decentralization as regards to environmental protection either. What we actually said is that when we practice decentralization, the duties and responsibilities of each Zone, and Woreda should be clearly defined to suit to those of the government. It was inappropriate on the part of EPRDF representatives here to present us wrongly and make it sound like we oppose to the system of decentralization.

On the resettlement program

The settlement program being underway has exposed the people to various dangers. But when we say this it is not with out the information we have. It is this wrong to take for granted one journalist’s account on the same and make conclusions.

Representative of various international NGOs have visited these areas under question. They have even reached to a point of threatening to stop giving aid, believing the settlement program is not well-planned and well-organized.

We believe that if we could manage the settlement program properly, farmers could produce more. People are being resettled on the mere belief that they will be more productive by farming in those areas covered with forest. This is because the government believes that if the area was good for forest, it will be so for crop production .I have an experience to share with you regarding this: 480 people were made to resettle in one green area but after some few months, the people discovered that the soil was salty. Then people were moved away from this area. I was physically there and saw this with my eyes. This provides evidence that things are being done blindly without necessary plans and preparations. Our argument is that the resettlement program should be carried out based on a proper planning.

On land tenure policy

We do not just say that the land must be privately owned. No! What we are actually saying is that each farmer should own his plot of land. This is what many people are struggling for. We will fight till the end for this cause too. This is because we strongly believe that if the farmer could own his respective plot of land, environmental protection could be done effectively. This is so because environmental protection is directly related to land ownership.
On their environment policy 

There will be areas in the regions under the direct supervision of the federal government. These are national forest resources, national parks and others. If there are national parks in USA that are owned and controlled by the government in USA, our poor country should not avoid learning from this experience that has been proven to be effective.

This could be viewed in line with the opinion that the government must control and maintain remote areas too far for the people to settle. EPRDF signs various international environmental protection agreements and drafts laws. However, it fails to formulate guidelines for their implementation. I have seen the document on the environmental situation where the existence of environmental protection policy and of various laws on the same is mentioned. The document mainly focuses on why the policy and the laws were not implemented in the country. This is not what concerns us the most. We do not say that a document has not been prepared. Our question rather is on the result. Professionals and experts who specialized in the field of environmental protection are not being exploited effectively. Those people we taught who could work for their country, are immigrating to foreign countries to work there, because they did not get the chance to work here.

Moreover, the wrong political thinking and ideology is hindering the efforts towards maintaining our natural resources. We believe that the government must protect the natural resources. If it fails to do so, it will not be able to make use of these resources. Because on the other side, the government does business; it is benefiting from the country’s forest resources. If it cannot discharge its responsibilities fully, it will lose those benefits.

On energy utilization 

The issue of energy in this country is so saddening. The state of energy utilization technology is poor. Though it has been said that policy document on the expansion of the technology was prepared, it is meaningless if it is not put in to practice. I know that there used to be a government ministry by the name of the Ministry of Mining and Energy. Matters of firewood were the concerns of this government body. Now the issue of energy is no more the concern of the ministry and it is not clear which government body takes care of the matters of energy. Now it is not clear for me which government office takes the responsibility of energy. Things are changing too fast to follow-up, as far as I am concerned.

In relation to the utilization of energy, it has to be noted that our mothers and sisters are put under enormous pressure. Therefore, the issue of energy should be given a due attention 

On youth participation 

Today’s youth are the future leaders on whose shoulders lies the country’s future. They should be at the forefront in environmental protection works. The works that are being carried out by the youth in the capital and elsewhere in the country should be encouraged.

On forest resource ownership 

We hold the idea that the ownership of the forest should be defined clearly so that every one could discharge their responsibilities. I have seen a research paper done on natural resource policies and implementation guidelines.

The study attempts to show a method of evaluating the implementation of the national resource polices and implementation guidelines of two countries: Ethiopia and Uganda. In this regard, I could learn from this study that, in many respects, Ethiopia remains far behind, as far as the issue of utilizing natural resources is concerned. Unless we opt to keep blind eyes on the realities, the fact that our neighboring countries are much better off in the regard should be evident. EPRDF should stop and reflect on the existing realities. It must admit that there are problems, and must not claim that it is always right. It is better to let the public draw its own judgment.

3.5 Third round of questions raised by participants

1.  The youth are undertaking environmental protection activities everywhere in the country. The government has adopted a policy, but the policy is not effective at lower administrative channels of the government structure. The policy should be practiced by Kebele administration levels. What do you have to say about this?

2.  Rivers that flow in and around the city are being polluted by chemicals that come out of factories. Is there a policy drafted to curb this problem? What is being done in this regard?

3.  What all political parties focus on is the national resources. But the main cause of our poverty is population growth. Population growth contributes to environmental degradation. What provisions do your programs or position papers have on this issue?

4.   I heard a response from EPRDF speaker that the forest resources are the properties of both the public and of the government. Any property that has an owner doesn’t get spoiled. But the case in our country is that forests are being destroyed, because they don’t have owners. What do you say to that? 

5.  How can the wide gap that exists between the political decision makers and professionals be narrowed?

6.   Why was it impossible to put the policies into practice?

3.6 Responses of the political parties

The floor was given first to Ato Abdisa Yadeta of EPRDF to have his say on the questions put forward by journalists from various papers.

Ato Abdisa Yadeta:

On the Policy “not being practiced” at lower administrative levels

It has been said that our policies were not practiced at lower levels .The major achievement of EPRDF as far as sustainable development and environmental protection were concerned was to convince the public and bring about behavioral changes that resulted in having the people work 300 days of the year in stead of just 145 days, which was the case before. This was possible because of the various public awareness programs on environment and sustainable development. As far as we (EPRDF) are concerned, the policy is being practiced by the lower levels of the society. The youth, as part and parcel of the society, was able to play a role in their respective administration channels in development activities. 

On rivers “being polluted”

Regarding the pollution of rivers by factory byproducts, a law has been adopted. There are factories established around rivers 50 or 60 years ago. It is not possible to change this overnight .The scale of damages that these factories are causing to the rivers is being assessed. A research on 20 factories is being conducted. When the degree of the damage is understood, the factories concerned will be given a duration of time to reduce the amount of discharges. This way, the problems will be solved. 

On population growth 

There are different views about population growth. Some say population growth is disadvantageous. Some say it is a resource to a country’s economy and that it is beneficial. According to our policy of sustainable development, population growth will be controlled. Our policy incorporates a growth rate reduction strategy by conducting education programs that focus on civics, environmental protection, and methods that give women access for education, especially on family planning.

Regarding ownership of resources 

I heard a comment that behavioral change could not still be achieved and that forests are being destroyed. We believe that sustainable development will be a success when we can maintain and utilize our natural resources. We can use the forest resources in a sustainable manner .The people have right to use and benefit from the natural resources, so does the government. We have to utilize our natural resources. Let us maintain, protect and use our natural resources. But it should be sustainable. 

Regarding political decisions vis-à-vis professionals 

I have a difficulty understanding this. Polices and laws are drafted by professionals. The draft is ratified by parliament, which is a body of people’s representatives, after deliberating on the issue. I don’t think the said difference on the opinion of political decision makers and professionals really exists. The laws on environmental protection are prepared by the professionals concerned. We have been criticized of not being able to implement the police we adopted. In fact, EPRDF deserves praise and appreciation for its achievement in establishing institutions that implement the various policies it adopted during the last 14 years. 

Environmental degradation became urgent global issue during the 1960s and 1970s. The Stockholm Convention was signed in 1972. The Rio-di-Janeiro agreement under was signed only in 1992.

This shows EPRDF understands the objective realities in the world and its achievements in the last few years in this regard using available manpower have been immense. What’s More, go out of town and see for yourself how the mountains have now turned green. 

The Floor was next given to Dr. Beyene Petros of UEDF 

Dr. Beyene Petros (UEDF)

Our argument that polices are not being implemented by lower level administrative bodies is being supported by the audience. Policies that exist on papers only are meaningless.

On population growth

We are of the opinion that the issue of population growth is a sub-issue that should be considered and deliberated upon in a different program. Therefore, we do not think the issue should be raised in relation to environmental protection. The issue deserves due attention and measures should be taken about it.

On the ownership of forest resources 

On the comment the forest resources do not have owners, what we say is that natural resource, in general, are without owner of any sort. The position by EPRDF that every one should be responsible is unjustifiable. In our opinion a nation is the collection of individuals. Each citizen is sovereign .When individual citizens come together, they form a nation .If citizens do not have the right of ownership, if they do not undertake their obligations and if their rights are not protected, what will be the concept of a nation? What is government to them? Therefore, knowing that it is the individual that is important in environmental or other issues, trying to escape the test here just by saying the “nation” or the “government” is useless. One cannot endeavor development in this way. The main focus should be on the citizen. This will only take us to disaster. And it is not expected of our leaders. There are problems in law implementation process. We must not keep our mouths shut on this. We should speak of this loud enough. The policy states that people will be assigned to change the law into practice. But no action has been taken.

There is a gap between and among the political decision makers and professionals. This is an evident phenomenon. We had protested against the destruction of forests and parks during EPRDF’s transitional period. The destruction occurred as a result of the political ideology of EPRDF. After much happened, parks were privatized 10,000 inhabitants were left with no where to go after the Nech Sar Park was sold out to a foreign investor. 

How much the forest has been destroyed can be clearly by flying over the area. The EPRDF representative is telling us how much the mountains are now covered by green. Which Ethiopia we are talking about?  Any one can see and prove for himself. It will only be wise for the EPRDF to admit the objective realities rather than denying the facts.

Next, the floor was given to Dr. Admassu of CUD to respond to the questions

Dr. Admassu Gebeyehu (CUD)

The comment that we are talking about land and soil only, ignoring the people is acceptable. When the land is eroded and minerals are gone, the same will happen to us. When something bad happens to our land, it will affect us directly. When the rivers are polluted, our health is affected, we will get sick. But if the natural environment is clean and healthy, so will we be. We are part and parcel of the natural environment. If the natural is not clean, we can not create (good) citizens. We will continue to seek or beg for aid. Human beings and the environment should not be seen differently. As far as we are concerned, the poverty reduction strategy leaves out many important elements. For this, we believe, it has to be criticized.

But I will refrain myself, at this stage, from going to the details. Regarding the question as to whether or not we have indicated clearly our positions on the environment, especially on participating the youth in environmental activities, I will just read out the policy document that I was going though in response to the question. Regarding the same, our document states the following: “creating a conducive atmosphere whereby schools, the mass media, civil societies and other concerned bodies play a pivotal role in raising the awareness of all citizens at all ages and levels about environmental protection, maintenance and sustainable development.”

This is one of the most important tasks that we will accomplish if we will the upcoming may election, and if you don’t fail to vote four us. So we have indicated clearly our position concerning the subject under question in our policy document. We believe that a policy should first be conceived, made to happen, implemented and then it has to be evaluated. These steps altogether make up a policy. A policy that was copied from other countries, which looks fantastic on paper is meaningless if it can not be implemented properly. This is not a policy as far as we are concerned. It’s a promise to the public that a certain party will strive to achieve something with the capacity available or with the support in man power, find and materialize when there is a constraint there of. 

There is something that is being said here as well as on various other venues. And it is about EPRDF’s claim that it has succeeded in getting the number of days doubled. But according to the information we have it will be suffice if one third of the people in the rural areas work with the technology available. The remaining (two-third) are jobless. The problem is not identifying those working and those without any job. They all share the works available, but in vain: the land is not productive. So the point is not in increasing the number of days. The point is that there is no enough land for the people to work on. This is because each family is given land which is less than one hectare. 

It has been said by the EPRDF representative that due attention was given to the issue of environment. Following the Rio-di-Janeiro Convention on environment, the then Prime Minister of Ethiopia gave due attention to the issue, establishing a Ministry office for the same. Little afterwards, the Prime Minister was removed from his office, and nothing was known of the Ministry office he established. We now know nothing as to where this office has gone to. If the issue of environment has been given due attention as EPRDF claims why do we been government offices established for the purpose to the extent that nothing is known about them? This is raucous what we want to stress here concerning environmental protecting is that we won’t go any further if we continue to have the situation where the government and the people work separately each on its way. We won’t achieve anything this way.

Chapter Four: Closing Statements by Political Parties
After the 3rd round of questions was completed, representatives of all the parties made their closing statements.

4.1 Ato Teshome Eshetu (EPRDF)

One of the resources for our development endeavor is our man power. This is our party’s belief. If our manpower is not involved in development, we can not protect our environment. However, if our manpower is steered towards development our capacity of using resources like water, land and so on will be high. Therefore, the most important thing for environmental conservation is involving the people in development activities. Our people are now involved in development activities and are seeing many results. We believe it is wise to accept this. This is why EPRDF insists we can not have an environment that isn’t useful to the people and is not taken care of by the people. The principal owners of the environment are the people. As indicated earlier, individuals are parts of the people. So when individuals benefit, the people as a whole will benefit. When we think of individuals we think of the people. Therefore, when we ask who is involved in development and who benefits, we realize that it is the people. This does not mean, however, that the government will not be accountable.

The devolution of power is very important. Every body at every level has a legally stated hierarchy of authority. EPRDF has never said that its policies are perfect. It has been correcting them with the people. The policies are its own and for their implementation it discusses them with the people and corrects them if need be. The saying that EPRDF doesn’t listen and understand is only a lip service.

4.2 Dr. Beyene Petros (UEDF)

In short what we want to say is that our country has been known as the cradle of human civilization and since time immemorial, agriculture has been the major mode of production. But the environment is very badly damaged. This is to mean that it has suffered from soil erosion, deforestation and other environmental calamities. Moreover, it is a country where modern industry was introduced unwisely. Due to this unwise introduction, industrial wastes are polluting the water and the soil. Population growth is skyrocketing since the past thousands of years. Related to population growth, the growth of towns and cities is one big factor which is contributing to the degradation of the environment. Liquid and dry waste coming from these towns and cities pollute streams and the environment as a whole. Our country is facing these problems and pressures. We believe that there must be a strategy laid down based on international experience and technology to work towards the conservation of the environment. UEDF will work to realize this delegation work on federal as well as regional levels in an institutional form. I would like to take this opportunity and remind you to support us in the coming election.

4.3 Dr. Admasu Gebeyehu (CUD)

I would like to refer to two stakeholders at this closing statement. During the H/ Selassie Regime, a man planted about 3 hectares of Eucalyptus tree within 5 years. This means he planted about half a hectare every year. By the fifth year, he sold the first round of eucalyptus and earned four thousand birr. On the sixth year came the revolution and a change in government. His trees were confiscated and he was left empty-handed. Be that as it may, he continued doing one thing. He started quarreling with people who wanted to cut trees in what used to be his plot. He would take the person to the Kebele office or to the Police Station. He continued to care for the trees while the trees were no more his property. However, because he toiled over them he still felt that they were still his own properties. Instead of the Kebele or the Government, he had a sense of ownership and caring for the trees. Owning something can take one this far. On the other hand, there are people who don’t care because they think of how they could gain something out of the crisis. 

Let me give you one example. Once up on a time, we want to Metekel (Gojam) on a resettlement campaign of the Dergue Regime. When we were preparing land for new huts, problems happened. We started struggling with the environment and nature. We had to cut Bamboo and trees. Two intellectuals - one who didn’t care about the environment and the other who did - quarreled with one another. Some of us wanted to make peace while some of us went along with the fight siding one or the other. One of these intellectuals is here with us, it was Professor Shibru Tedla. You must know which side he was on. I know that the quarrel continued for very long whereas the tree was equally alien to both. It didn’t favor one of them. However, the whole incident shows you what we are capable of doing once we begin caring about the environment.

Concluding Remarks by Professor Shibru Tedla

Distinguished representatives of political parties

Distinguished participants, 

Invited guests,

You know that it is difficult to give a closing speech on a panel discussion like this. It would be difficult to close a talk which has been presided over by people with oratory skills and political artistry. But, I will give it a try.

First of all, I believe this debate, organized by Forum for Environment, is going to contribute to the environment a great deal. 

The opposition parties have made us see their understanding of the environment. Moreover, we have seen their opinions, programs, policies and laws and what they believe should be done by the ruling party. My role is not, how ever, to side with one political party or the other. On whatever they said, I would like to say that I have understood that all of them have given enough though about it. As we all know, nothing is divorced from politics. However, at this stage, the environment should be seen as different from politics. (Politics is temporal and changing but environment is static and eternal).

The issue of the environment demands a concerted effort rather than a political struggle. Forgetting tomorrow and the day after for living only today will be very detrimental and irresponsible. 

Although much has already been said about environment, since I am teacher, I would like to  touch upon it briefly. What is important is developing without depleting the natural resources. To achieve this, there are important things to be implemented. Here, I will state some major things to be done: protecting the air from pollution, developing land in a concerted manner, so as not to damage the land, preventing desertification, protecting biodiversity and using them appropriately, caring for areas like mountains, adopting agriculture systems that do not decrease productivity (developing rural agriculture in the same manner , gaining environment-friendly biotechnology, caring for water used for drinking as well as for agriculture and conserving, recycling waste using it for agriculture, damping it properly (in such a way that it won’t pollute water, air and soil ), and handling carefully chemicals and damping them properly .

Let me now pass on to what we should do. Although the government is usually held accountable in such fora, every one has his/her share of the blame. As the representative of the government said, the responsibility of the government in the main is formulating polices and laws, and to see to their implementation. The opposition parties on their parts, should look for gaps in policies and laws, inform on these gaps and work for these gaps to be filled. There are also many things that can be done at the individual level. We, individuals and organizations, have a big role in disseminating the awareness about the environment. How can programs to disseminate the awareness at a national level be integrated to the day to day activities of the people? How can we bring them on board? This Questions should be given due attention.

Now, I believe we have to explore new places. Governments come and Governments go. Some of our cultures, however, will remain unchanged. Institutions like ‘Idir’,and ‘Mahiber’ and others will stay. For example, efforts are being made by two associations ‘Adinew’ and ‘Ethiopian Tesenay Technology’. These two associations give out local trees to be planted by households. The households take these trees as their adopted children and care for them.

The associations follow their development from time to time. This has proved to be effective. It has been started at Assela and Holeta, though in a small scale. It has, however, given us the confidence that the protection of the environment can also be achieved by cultural associations and values. We believe it would be possible to plant trees using similar cultures and values in different places. For this, it is important to study the cultures in the country. Using traditional institutions, we can increase the awareness about environmental protection. For example ‘Idir’, ‘Mahiber’ and the major agent of change - the school - can be used in teaching about the importance of the environment. I believe we should pay heed to such ideas.

There are four major points that we believe need to be given attention. Plants use the sun’s energy to give us essentials like food, wood for cooking, for housing, and clothing. They serve as bridges between us and the sun. They change air into stem. If the stem decays for centuries, they change it to oil for our cars and for fuel. All this is possible because of the relationship between the sun and plants. 

Plants help for soil fertility as animals feed, for water conservation, prevention of air pollution that the awareness should be taken from this angle. Polluted water is poison while clean water is life, polluted air is poison while clear air is life, and fertile soil is good while eroded soil is non-productive. 

For this awareness to be put into practice, the people should believe that they will benefit from it. The society should know that it plants trees to get fuelwood, wood for construction, etc. However, if it doesn’t have an insurance of utility, it will not be involved in such activities. And ensuring this sense of belief in the utility can be done by the political players, we believe.
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