MINEF’S ADDRESS TO THE FINALIST OF THE EQUATOR PRIZE AWARD (ITOH COMMUNITY GRAZERS COMMUN INITIATIVE GROUP) (25th MAY YAOUNDE)

Madam the Coordinator of the United Nations System, Cameroon

Members of the Diplomatic Corps,

His Royal highness Fon Ngum III,

Distinguished Invitees,

Ladies an Gentlemen,

It is with great pleasure and honour that I preside over the Certificate Award Ceremony to one of the finalist of the Equator Initiative 2004, the Itoh Community Graziers Common Initiative Group, led by their leader in the person of His Royal Highness Fon Ngum III of Oku, in Bui Division in the North West Province of Cameroon. In fact, Cameroon today is highly honoured by the performance of this Community which was selected amongst 342 competitors from 66 countries of the world.

As you may wish to know, the Equator Initiative is a partnership that brings together various stakeholders  towards biodiversity conservation and its sustainable management around the Equator, notably the United Nations, governments, civil society, business and local community Groups, especially to build their capacity and raise the profile of sustainable communities in developing countries within the equatorial belt. The rationale behind this initiative  is the fact that the world’s greatest concentration of biological wealth is found in the tropics around the equator and that countries lying in this part of the world have as common characteristic  poverty. The biological wealth of equatorial regions is more than ever before under severe threats caused by several factors and poverty being the underlining cause.

As  Cameroon joins the international Community this week in celebrating the 2004 International Biodiversity Day on the theme “Biodiversity: Food, Water and Health for all”, the good news brought by this Certificate Award to a Local Community based Organisation being the Itoh Community Graziers Common Initiative Group, portrays the fact that local communities in Cameroon are paving the way forward towards conservation and sustainable management of biodiversity at the local level. As custodians of biological resources in their communities, they use these to improve on their livelihood notably as food, medicine and recognizant of the value and importance  of these resources, they do not contribute in depleting them nor in degrading the resource base, thus promoting water retention when these resources are plant or genetic resources.

The Itoh Community Initiative Group was founded in response to the 1992 ban on farming and grazing in the high altitude Kilum Mountain Forest. This community came together to protect their watershed thus bringing a constant supply of water to their community. Other activities of the Community included the planting of trees and beekeeping.

This Community through their leader, participated in the 7th Conference of Parties to the Convention on Biological Diversity in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia in February 2004 alongside other members of the Cameroonian delegation, where their project was  presented. 

Being the finalist to the 2004 Equator Prize Award, the Itoh Community Common Initiative Group has not only placed Cameroon in the International Book of Records of Biodiversity Conservation but has gone a long way to illustrate a concrete case of how local communities can alleviate poverty through conservation and the  sustainable use of biological resources. I therefore seize this opportunity to congratulate the Itoh Community and encourage them to higher heights in the field of biodiversity conservation for local use and towards contributing to sustainable development at the national and global levels.

Ladies and Gentlemen,

The Equator initiative supports community based projects that link economic improvement with conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity through sponsoring biennial Equator Prize Awards to recognize outstanding communities from developing countries that demonstrate in practical terms how efforts to conserve biodiversity can reduce poverty and improve rural livelihoods. I therefore call on other Cameroonian local communities or groups to emulate the example of the Itoh Community Group as many opportunities remain open within the Equator Initiative. The contribution of other communities through similar projects is therefore highly awaited and encouraged to enable Cameroon build a strong foundation for a national movement of local successes that can collectively contribute in a substantive manner to achieving the Millennium Development goals of Water, Health and Biodiversity conservation (WEHAB).

It is on this note that I conclude, assuring local communities in Cameroon of continued government support and partnership in their efforts towards linking biodiversity conservation to human livelihood improvement while also calling on other donors to provide assistance  to local communities in their endeavours towards biodiversity conservation and sustainable management. This will be a sure approach to realising the Johannesburg Plan of Implementation adopted during the World Summit on Sustainable Development in 2002 which calls for joint partnership in biodiversity management .

Long live international Cooperation,

Long live Cameroon.

Thank you very much for your kind attention.
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