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Ministers,

Excellencies, ladies and gentlemen,

When islands speak out, we do so, not only for ourselves, but for the future of our planet.  We are the first to be affected by global turbulence, whether environmental or economic.  

And when we warn the world of these turbulences, our intention is not only to save our own people but to save humanity.  We are on the frontline.  And we take this role very seriously. For it is our responsibility to act as guardians of the sustainability of our planet.

It is important that we remember this paradigm, and that we remind others of it.  We must continually remind people around the world of this simple fact, because it is still too easy for many people to be dismissive of the development paradigm of islands.

All of us here are familiar the usual arguments thrown our way: 

- ‘Islands are already high development achievers; they don’t need any more help’.

-‘We don’t need more categories in development; an island category just complicates things’.

-‘Islands are just trying to use climate change to get more money’.

-‘There are much more pressing matters around the world; we need to solve the economic crisis and wars first’... etc.
As the leader of a Small Island Developing State, I refuse to allow the development of my people to be marginalised.  And in meetings such as this, we must make clear that to marginalise us, is to marginalise the very concept of sustainability itself.

In Rio, 19 years ago, islands were a key part of the growing movement towards true sustainable development.  Islands came together with many other partners to say that the existing framework for development was inadequate and unsustainable.

As we prepare for Rio +20 next year, we must take stock of what we have achieved and plan for the way forward. Certainly there are some positive elements; more money than ever before has been pledged towards development.  There have also been many positive attempts by the United Nations to create a stronger platform for SIDS development, for example, through a dedicated unit within UNDESA, to which we are grateful for their assistance in the organisation of this crucial preparatory meeting.  The development of the Barbados Plan of Action for the sustainable development of Small Island Developing States (1994) and the Mauritius Strategy of Implementation (2005) have also helped to bring island issues to prominence on the global stage, including through resolution 65/2 of the UN General Assembly.

But when we undertake a critical analysis at the systemic level, we must say very plainly that not enough has changed.  In practical terms, the post Cold War, and post-Rio landscape, has not improved the development possibilities for islands in any significant manner, for instance, in terms of:

Funding mechanisms – SIDS have less access to funds today than they did in 1992.

Climate change adaptation funds – most SIDS are still waiting.

Trade – SIDS have seen a large erosion of preferences and have seen their trading position in the world economy weakened.

Debt – an ever larger number of SIDS have debts to GDP ratios in excess of 100% and also have limited access to affordable credit.

Infrastructure development – SIDS have benefited the least from regional infrastructure mechanisms, and they also have less access to grant funding for new projects than they did in 1992.

Resource base available to SIDS – the globalisation of the world economy means that the potential comparative advantage of SIDS is even more limited than in 1992.

Commodity prices – SIDS are even more vulnerable to price shocks than they were in 1992.

And finally, in terms of the statistics and data available on SIDS, the data collection tools available to SIDS have not kept pace with the latest trends, as illustrated by the fact that 10 out of 14 countries that were unranked in the 2010 Human Development Index report were SIDS.

With this in mind, islands are more vulnerable and more threatened today than they have ever been in their history.  We all know that for islands, the spectre of climate change is existential.  Even those that will not be completely engulfed by sea level-rise will see their productive capacity which relies on tourism and fisheries, seriously compromised.

And if the human race allows even one of our islands to be engulfed by the sea, we will have to say that ‘sustainable development’ is just a myth.  Let us make no mistake, unfortunately the world is already on that path.

As islands, we must use Rio+20 to claim back the concept of sustainable development.  We must claim it back from those who have attempted to use the term to bully developing countries into agreeing conditionalities which do not reflect their specificities.  We must claim it back from those corporations that have tried to buy a clean conscience.

We must claim it back for our children.

I shall never give up in this fight, because no parent can ever give up in their efforts to ensure a better tomorrow for their children.  And I know that for each and every one of the States represented here today, you know exactly what this means.  We are in this together, and we cannot afford to be mired in despondency.  We must continue to press our case at every opportunity we get. We must continue to search for realistic means by which we can improve our chances of success.

This means, we must continue to fight for a specific category for the development of SIDS which recognises our specificities.  We must show that we can invest small amounts to bring about big results.  And we must reiterate to our partners not to punish those that have been the most successful.

We must also try and improve our productive and innovative capacities. The Green Economy offers us opportunities to do so.  At the same time, the SIDS have repeatedly and loudly called, especially at the United Nations in New York, for the oceans-based Blue Economy to be an integral part of the concept, definition and development of the Green Economy.
We islanders live by, on and off the seas and oceans that surround us.  Our economies are heavily dependent on marine-based tourism, fisheries and coastal and marine resources and ecosystem services.  While the SIDS are by definition small in terms of population and land area, we are also, by virtue of the size of our exclusive economic zones, large, and often huge, ocean territories. Furthermore, all activities in areas beyond national jurisdiction impact upon our islands more than on anyone else.
This current series of SIDS preparatory meetings for RIO+20 here in Seychelles for AIMS and also in the Caribbean and the Pacific therefore provide us with a timely opportunity to define what we mean by the Blue Economy.  Now is the time to make sure that when the ongoing discussion on the Green Economy speaks of the Blue Economy, it speaks of what we the small island developing states understand and want it to mean.
We must continue to urge our partners to improve the conditions under which we can access affordable credit and even grants that can be used to kick start-projects that would not otherwise be viable.  For example, in Seychelles, our fibre-optic under-sea cable project which will revolutionise our communications and our economy, would not have even got off the ground without equity financing in terms of a grant from the European Investment Bank (EIB).  This project marked the first time the EIB had used such a mechanism, and we salute their willingness to move beyond the conventional development frameworks imposed on us.

We must insist that more effort is made to assist islands to measure their development through appropriate statistical and data support.  If we can’t measure the progress of the smallest economies, then it is no wonder that we cannot effectively measure and accurately predict what happens in the largest, or in the world as a whole.

Finally, Excellencies, ladies and gentlemen,

For us to succeed in our efforts in Rio +20, we must harness the transformative and innovative abilities of our youth. In Rio next year we need a revolution!  As leaders, we can guide this revolution but is our young people, in islands and around the world, who must live it and make it happen.

In Seychelles, we have never been afraid of change.  We must ensure that the world also embraces the change that is necessary.  Our young people can drive this change.  We must use the year ahead of us where we must all be activists.  Activists in meetings and on the ground. Activists online.  Activists for islands.  And activists for our planet.  They all go hand in hand.

Before concluding, I would like to reiterate our appreciation to UNDESA for their support in making this meeting happen, and also their ongoing support to SIDS in general.  I would like to thank all representatives of governments of Small Island States who are present here, and representatives of civil society who are also allies in our cause.

History is not in our favour.  But we are not afraid to take on history, and we still believe we can make a difference.  Thank you for your attention.
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