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During March 2002 in Monterray there was the International Conference on Financing for Development, May 2002 will witness the OECD ministerial meeting, the G8 2002 Summit will occur in Kananaskis in Canada, and finally the 2002 World Summit of Sustainable Development will occur in South Africa in August. All of these gatherings are looking intently at the problems of reducing poverty, and in particular focussing on poverty reduction efforts on Africa. Many excellent concepts are being put forth for addressing the root causes of poverty in Africa, and the following list identifies many such strategies:

· create a framework for free and equitable trade;

· promote mutually beneficial flows of foreign private investment;

· establish a better partnership, a clearer purpose and a greater coherence in development aid;

· increase the volume of aid;

· meet the problem of mounting debts;

· make aid administration more effective;

· redirect technical assistance;

· slow the growth of population;

· revitalize aid to education and research; and

· strengthen the multilateral aid system.

One may look at this list and remark that it is indeed a fresh and innovative approach to poverty alleviation. However, this list was derived from an international commission report delivered to Robert McNamara, then president of the World Bank, in 1969! One could augment this list with perhaps 2 more points; addressing the HIV/AIDS crisis and advancing democratic reform. The 1969 list does indicate that many relevant poverty reduction strategies were in fact being discussed, and the question remains as to whether any real progress has been achieved.

Despite the apparent slow progress, there is reason for optimism. Since 1969 a global economy has emerged where trade and investment can directly benefit developing nations if the investment conditions and criteria are right. Many developing nations have invited foreign investment which has provided much in the way of social, economic and political development. James Wolfensohn, president of the World Bank, recognizes the many development opportunities that can be realized if, as he states, "good and clean governance" is in place.

Africa is at a crossroads, and is in danger of becoming increasingly marginalized. It is the only continent in which poverty has not been reduced. Aid to sub-Saharan Africa in 1990 was US $20 billion, and today it is US$13 billion. Africa is addressing this problem. The New Partnership for Africa's Development (NEPAD), put forward by Africa's leadership, is a concrete expression to address the many poverty issues in Africa. The G8 countries have expressed their willingness to partner with Africa to jointly tackle poverty.

There will no doubt be an infusion of development assistance into Africa. Whether international investment follows will be open for debate. What is certain though is that for development to occur, Africa will need the infrastructure which developed nations have enjoyed for years. These infrastructure projects will trigger the need to do strategic environmental assessment (SEA) as well as environmental impact assessment (EIA). Africa is to be congratulated for the efforts and progress it has made over the last 10 years on EIA and SEA.  Many African countries now have EIA legislation and some have gone further to develop SEA policy (i.e. South Africa).  Africa does recognize that EIA and SEA are worthwhile planning tools to ensure better development and to accelerate the benefits of SEA and EIA many noteworthy environmental institutions have been created.

However, after G8 there will be a significant push to put in place all the new funding programs. This "wave" of needed infrastructure coming in the months ahead will, perhaps, further stress the evolving African EIA/SEA systems. To address this, the EIA/SEA capacity issues must now receive even more heightened attention to compliment the G8/NEPAD (and WSSD) commitments that will soon be upon Africa. EIA and SEA has the distinct advantage of enhancing development assistance and private investment. As well, EIA and SEA both contain characteristics of democratic reform such as transparency, accountability, inclusiveness and disclosure. If Africa is to truly have democratic systems that represent "good and clean governance", then EIA and SEA offer much to democratic reform that could truly address poverty issues.

WSSD, G8, NEPAD and OECD etc, offer Africa much opportunity for change. To take advantage of this chance to reduce poverty, and address the many social, economic and environmental issues in Africa that can be directly or indirectly caused by infrastructure or larger policy initiatives, EIA and SEA practitioners in Africa must rally together, in cooperation with other international EIA/SEA colleagues to confront and discuss African EIA and SEA capacity issues. To not address this problem, EIA and SEA run the risk of truly becoming a "rubber stamp" process.  Save it to say, it would be folly to provide all this support to Africa and run the risk of degrading the environment (including socio-economic linkages) in the process.

Poverty reduction engines in the form of NEPAD, G8 2002 and the WSSD have now been fired up. Over the months ahead, poverty reduction implementation plans will be developed. It will be up to the EIA and SEA practitioners in Africa, and their international allies, to respect the imperative of addressing EIA/SEA capacity issues in parallel.

Disclaimer:  This editorial represents the personal views of the author and does not reflect official policy of CIDA or the Government of Canada.

Readers who would like to write a guest editorial on topical environmental issues affecting Africa should contact any of the editors-in-chief of AJEAM/RAGÉE. We accept editorials in English or French. Those who can submit manuscripts in both languages are encouraged to do so.
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