Engelstalige toespraak van staatssecretaris Van Geel op de "Climate Change and Vulnerability Conference" in het Vredespaleis in Den Haag op 13 februari 2007.
Ladies and gentlemen, distinguished guests,

Let me start by thanking the University for Peace for giving me the opportunity to address this important conference on climate change and vulnerability. You could hardly have chosen a better venue than the Peace Palace in The Hague.

Ladies and gentlemen,

Picture this: blue lagoons, sandy beaches, sunshine, spectacular coral reefs and beautiful tropical fish. Heaven on earth, in other words. An island like Tuvalu, for example. Who wouldn't want to live or spend their holidays there? Its fellow Pacific island state of Vanuatu even tops the Happy Planet Index. Isn't it therefore a cruel twist of fate that these islands are in danger of disappearing due to the rise in sea level? UN Ambassador Enele Sosene Sopoaga of Tuvalu, who is with us today, has pointed on earlier occasions to the urgency of the impact of climate change for these islands. "Please do not let Tuvalu sink," were the closing words of his recent appeal to the UN General Assembly.

As you have probably heard, in its recent report the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change concludes that it is very probable that people bear most of the responsibility for global warming. This is a conclusion based on scientific findings. So the inconvenient truth is really true, and even more probable.

But climate change is not only a matter for scientists, or a problem to be faced in the future. We are experiencing the impact now. Our winters are becoming milder, the ice caps and glaciers are melting, weather conditions are becoming increasingly extreme, sea level is rising and nature is confused.

Up to now, the effects have been fairly limited. But the gravity of the problem becomes really clear if we look at the future. If we do not act, the IPCC expects temperatures to rise between 1.8 and four degrees this century. A rise of six degrees cannot be ruled out. And sea level is expected to rise between 18 and 58 centimeters. These figures on sea level rise recently led to some confusion in the media, and there were reports that the rise would not be as serious as we had originally thought. Unfortunately, that is not the case. Instead new studies have enabled us to make more accurate estimates of the range within which sea level will rise. What is more, if the ice caps melt faster, there will be an additional rise of between 10 and 20 centimeters.

And we sometimes forget that sea level will continue to rise for hundreds of years, even if we achieve our ambitions to radically reduce greenhouse gas emissions.

Which brings me to the central challenge of climate policy: "Avoiding the unmanageable; managing the unavoidable." We will have to bring the climate problem under control if we are to keep the effects of climate change manageable.

That is an enormous challenge. In the past few years, we focused on mitigation. To tackle the problem of greenhouse gas emissions effectively, a worldwide strategy is needed. The agreements under the Kyoto Protocol are an important - though limited - first step. That is why we are now talking about taking more far-reaching steps after 2012. First, industrial countries will have to make new agreements. The EU has now proposed a thirty per cent reduction by 2020. But developing countries will also have to follow suit with their contributions. Only then do we stand any chance of preventing the climate problem from becoming unmanageable.

At present, we are making very slow progress in reaching new international agreements. But the EU is now discussing ways of showing more leadership. Heads of government will make new decisions on this subject in March this year.

We now know that however hard we work to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, we are no longer able to keep the climate from changing in the decades to come. We will therefore have to learn to live with the effects - with higher temperatures, rising sea level and changing precipitation patterns. It is clear to us now that the whole world will need to make a massive effort if we are to adapt to these changes.

Climate policy in the Netherlands focuses not only on preventing climate change by reducing CO2 emissions, but also on adapting to its inevitable effects. So we now have both mitigation and adaptation policies. I wish to emphasize the word and. Adaptation has not replaced mitigation. Our efforts to reduce emissions continue unabated.

It will come as no surprise to you that, as inhabitants of a low-lying country like the Netherlands, we are highly concerned about the changes being predicted. Rising sea level in combination with subsidence makes us realize how vulnerable we are. And the sea is not the only threat to us. According to the predictions, the major rivers that flow through our country will swell in the winter. The question is how are we going to adapt to these changes?

To cope with climate change and all its uncertainties it is essential to combine hard with soft measures: in other words, restrictive measures with greater flexibility and responsiveness. The Netherlands will have to be resilient enough to deal with the impact, and if a disaster happens, be capable of recovering within a relatively short time. At the same time, we will need to be able to adapt areas faster if scenarios change.

For example, we may find that we need to extend the coastline seawards, so we will need to reserve the space to do that. Up to now, sand replenishment has sufficed. Using the North Sea currents, we have been able to strengthen the coastline at strategic points. This is a successful strategy. And, importantly, it is relatively inexpensive. Sand is worth its weight in gold to us in our efforts to ensure the safety of our coast.

People in the Netherlands are becoming increasingly aware that we cannot keep on raising and reinforcing our dikes. For centuries, we have waged war on water. Now we understand that we will have to live with it and move with it. That means, for example, broadening our rivers and reserving space in the polders to store excess water. But it also means coming up with technological solutions, like floating homes and greenhouses, or houses built on mounds of dredged material. The Netherlands is currently inundated with innovations like these. Moving with water also means focusing more attention on land-use planning. Because water management issues are also planning issues. There has to be enough room to maneuver.

Climate change entails more for the Netherlands than a higher risk of flooding. It is also bringing higher temperatures. Built up areas will turn into urban heat islands. But here too we can take planning measures, like introducing more water and more green spaces in our towns and cities, to adapt to climate change. And at the same time, this will make living in cities more attractive.

Climate change will also bring more drought, with all that entails for people and nature. The economy will also feel the impact - the agriculture, transport and energy sectors in particular.

To prepare the Netherlands for climate change, we launched the National Spatial Planning and Climate Adaptation Programme in early 2006. The aim is to find out what changes need to be made to make the Netherlands climate-resistant.

The programme focuses not only on safety and water, but also on themes like nature, agriculture, mobility, energy, health and recreation. I won't tell you anything about it now. If you haven't heard more about it already, you will certainly do so in the course of today.

There are many uncertainties in the realm of climate change. But that shouldn't stop us from taking action. Because we have no time to lose. Water doesn't sit and wait for international papers and conferences. Adaptation and mitigation are the key words - particularly for developing countries, because they are the most vulnerable. This century, millions of people will face water shortages, failed harvests, floods and the spread of diseases like malaria. Without adaptation, many people will lose their livelihoods.

To cope effectively, how infrastructure and production methods are adapted and the way activities are planned will have to change at local level. But that is not all. People's behavior needs to change too. So vigorous local and national policy is essential, coupled to international support and cooperation. In other words, think global, act local should be our motto.

Dutch policy aims to support the programmes of its partner countries. We want to climate-proof all activities supported by Dutch development aid - both bilateral and multilateral. Within the Kyoto Protocol, the Netherlands has joined other EU countries in providing funds to implement the five-year adaptation action plan. The aim of the plan is to identify adaptation needs, build capacity and plan adaptation measures.

With the Adaptation Fund, we will generate resources by levying a small charge for Clean Development Mechanism projects.

Despite these initiatives, we have far too few resources to cope with the full effects of climate change. We will have to look for new, innovative instruments to support adaptation in developing countries. I hope this conference today will generate some interesting ideas.

Ladies and gentlemen,

There are still uncertainties about the gravity and scope of climate change. But that doesn't mean we can afford to wait, or to take chances. We need to avoid the unmanageable. In other words, we need to close the gap between ambition and reality in the climate debate.

I should like to end with the following message. The sheer size of the climate problem sometimes scares people. But we mustn't let our fears prevent us from taking action. What we need is international cooperation and solidarity. We need to develop and share knowledge and technology. And for that we need political courage and leadership. These must be our guiding principles in our fight against climate change - if we are to safeguard coastal and delta regions the world over. And if we are to guarantee the safety of island states like Tuvalu and Vanuatu. Atlantis might be a myth, but the threat these islands face is real.

Thank you.

