
Vulnerable coasts

D +C E +Z 
D+ C 

Monthly e-Paper

DEVELOPMENT AND 
COOPERATION

Entwicklung und 
Zusammenarbeit

International
Journal

ISSN

2366-7257 
April 2017

Poverty reduction 
The difference 
minimum wages 
might make

Language politics 
Cameroon’s government 
is suppressing the 
Anglophone minority

Soft law
The Sustainable Development
Goals have important 
legal implications



Monitor  
Living wages and sustainable development | Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank’s 

first anniversary | Oxfam sounds alarm on growing inequality | Worsening human-

rights situation in Iran | Neglected crises | PEGNet conference: call for papers | 
Nowadays: Devastating army worm | Imprint � 4

 
 
 Debate 
European security depends on Maghreb countries | Protests in Cameroon |  
Famine in Africa | Presidential elections in Honduras | Donald Trump’s  
first 50 days in the White House� 12 

 
Tribune  
Markus Kaltenborn and Heike Kuhn: The legal implications  

of the UN 2030 Agenda and the Sustainable Development Goals� 17

Mirja Michalscheck: To understand African farms,  

researchers must consider women’s views� 19

 

Focus: Vulnerable coasts  
Feisal Rahman: In Bangladesh, global warming is driving migration to cities   � 22

A.K. Ghosh: Indian climate refugees deserve to get skills training� 25

Platform on Disaster Displacement:  

Great humanitarian challenge in the 21st century� 26

Severin Peters and Christian Henckes: Saving the Mekong Delta� 28

Linda Engel: The economic relevance of mangroves and coral reefs� 30

Alan C. Robles: President Duterte of the Philippines seems  

ambivalent about Beijing’s claims to control entire South-China Sea� 31 
 

Kacana Sipangule: Trade depends on ports� 33 

Olamide Udoma-Ejorh: Lagos is growing into the Atlantic Ocean� 35 

Nnimmo Bassey: Overfishing and oil production harm West-African livelihoods� 37 
 

Virginia Mercado: Mexican communities are still fighting  

to be compensated for Deepwater Horizon damages� 39

D+C  e-Paper  April 2017

Focus

Vulnerable coasts

Urgent action 
Bangladesh is exposed to the rising sea level, and 
climate change is anticipated to make extreme 
weather events ever more likely. Salinisation is 
affecting people’s livelihoods on delta islands. 
The country will not give up, however, writes 
Feisal Rahman of the Independent University, 
Dhaka. In Vietnam, measures are underway to 
protect the Mekong Delta, the country’s rice bowl, 
from the impacts of climate change, as Severin 
Peters and Christian Henckes of GIZ report. Pro-
tecting mangrove forests is important, for example. 
� Pages 22, 28

Multilateral dimensions 
Forced displacement due to disasters is one of the 
great humanitarian challenges in the 21st century. 
The Platform on Disaster Displacement is a multi-
lateral initiative designed to tackle the issue, as 
staff members elaborate. Seas are of geo-strategic 
relevance, and who controls coastal waters can be 
an issue of controversy. Philippine journalist Alan 
C. Robles assesses the case of the South China Sea. 
Finally, trade depends on ports, and the lack of 
access to the sea hampers a country’s develop-
ment. Unless the neighbours of landlocked devel-
oping countries are cooperative and have good 
infrastructure, trade suffers in landlocked develop-
ing countries, as Kacana Sipangule of Universität 
Göttingen explains.� Pages 26, 31, 33

New islands for the rich 
Though the sea level is set to rise, Lagos is grow-
ing out into the Atlantic Ocean. Recent years have 
been marked by a scramble for coastal plots. Poor 
communities are being evicted. Urban activist 
Olamide Udoma-Ejorh reports.� Page 35

Marginalised fishing communities 
Overfishing is depleting fish stocks before West-
African coasts, and the environmental impacts of 
oil production are compounding problems. 
Nnimmo Bassey of the Health of Mother Earth 
Foundation, a Nigerian non-governmental organ-
isation, assesses the matters. Meanwhile in Mex-
ico, coastal communities are still waiting to be 
compensated by BP for the impacts of the Deep-
water Horizon disaster seven years ago. As Vir-
ginia Mercado and Luis A. Soto of the Universi-
dad Autónoma del Estado de México point out, 
Mexico’s government has other priorities than to 
support their legal fight.� Pages 37, 39

Front page: Fishermen in Lagos Lagoon.

Photo: Hannibal Hanschke/picture-alliance/dpa
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Shanghai, Mumbai, Lagos, Istanbul, Buenos Aires, New York and many oth-
er big cities are on the sea. One reason is that trade and industry depend on 
ports. Another reason is that land tends to be fertile where rivers fl ow into the 
sea, so it was feasible early in history to feed urban centres. Many small towns 
and villages are also close to shorelines. According to UN statistics, about 40 % 
of humankind live within 100 kilometres from the sea. Historically, they de-
pended on farms, fi shing and trade. 

Populations are growing, and so is population density, reducing the land 
available for agriculture. Pollution and resource depletion, moreover, result in 
the dwindling of fi sh stocks. Trawlers from many countries are contributing to 
overfi shing. Traditional livelihoods are being eroded.

Coastal communities are exposed to specifi c risks. Storms and fl oods 
have always been dangerous, and global warming is now making extreme 
weather more frequent and more forceful. Because of fl ooding, fi elds become 
saline, reducing the scope for agriculture. Some farms are becoming unviable. 
An implication of the rising sea level, moreover, is that the ground water is 
aff ected too. Where it becomes too saline, it no longer quenches the thirst of 
humans and beasts. 

Policymaker face major challenges. They must ensure that infrastruc-
ture – from roads to water and power supply – is improved and made resilient. 
Embankments must be fortifi ed, dykes must be raised and protective vege-
tation must be planted.  Storm shelters, early warning systems and disaster 
plans are needed. 

These challenges do not only arise in rural areas. Many urban agglom-
erations are growing very fast, especially in Africa. Their transport systems, 
utilities, sanitation and waste management are overburdened. They need 
more and better health-care and education facilities. Decent jobs must be 
generated. 

Rising to this multitude of challenges will require technical compe-
tence, suffi  cient funding and good governance. The big issues include  fi ght-
ing poverty, protecting the environment, stimulating the economy, building 
infrastructure and institutions. These are, of course, things that development 
agencies are familiar with – but the urgency to act is especially striking in 
coastal areas. 

Industrialised countries must not shy away from their responsibility. 
This is not an issue of charity. The enlightened self-interest of advanced na-
tions is to see other societies prosper in peace. Political stability is of global rel-
evance, and trade with strong economies is much more profi table than trade 
with poor economies. Moreover, the rich countries have contributed most to 
causing climate change. They must not abandon the victims to their fate. 

In international aff airs, the term “climate refugee“ is not offi  cially 
accepted yet. It should be. Migration from coastal areas is happening.  Ex-
treme heat, extended droughts, salinisation and other kinds of slow-onset 
change will make various areas in many world regions inhabitable.  

The international community will have to deal with this problem. Pre-
ventive action makes sense. We  need climate protection – and eff ective de-
velopment cooperation. The better livelihoods are safeguarded and even im-
proved in coastal regions, the fewer people will be forced to leave those regions.

editorial

Particular urgency

Voluntary acceptance 
The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development has 
been called “a contract for the future of the world”. 
The document is not a contract in a binding legal 
sense, of course, and must be understood as 
non-binding “soft law”. Markus Kaltenborn of 
Ruhr-Universität Bochum and Heike Kuhn of 
Germany’s Federal Ministry for Economic Coopera-
tion and Development argue that it largely refl ects 
and reinforces existing international law.  PaGe 17

Discrimination
Cameroon’s Anglophone minority has long felt 
marginalised. Labour action by a teachers union 
has triggered a mass movement, aff ecting the entire 
country and revealing the political system’s defi -
ciencies. As Jonathan Bashi, a legal scholar reports, 
members of the Francophone community demand 
substantial democracy, freedom of speech and the 
right to self-determination. PaGe 13
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Millions of people at risk 
Famine is haunting East and Central Africa. Civil 
war and bad governance are the main reasons. 
Fast response to the fi rst indicators of famines can 
prevent disaster, argues Christoph Schneider-
Yattara of the faith-based ACT Alliance. So far, 
however, only half of the required funding has 
been made available internationally.  PaGe 14

sabine balk

is a member of the 

editorial team of d+c/e+Z.

euz.editor@fs-medien.de

https://www.dandc.eu/en/contributors/sabine-balk


D+C  e-Paper  April 2017� 4

monitor

World economy

Sustainability requires fair wages

“Green economy” in the sense of environ-
mental sustainability is the slogan that 
points the way forward for economic devel-
opment. Friedel Hütz-Adams, a researcher 
at the non-governmental Südwind Institute 
in Germany, argues that it requires fair pay 
for employees. In a recent book, Georgios 
Zervas and Peter Spiegel go one step fur-
ther: they call for a global minimum wage of 
one dollar per hour to eliminate poverty and 
exploitation worldwide.

By Sabine Balk

According to Hütz-Adams, the global econo-
my can only be made more sustainable if 
environmental progress is flanked by social 
progress. A central issue, he states, is how 
high wages and incomes need to be to pro-
vide people with sustainable livelihoods 
everywhere. The researcher argues that na-
tional minimum wage legislation has often 
proved insufficient to ensure decent stand-

ards of living in developing and emerging 
countries. Therefore, a large number of or-
ganisations, trade unions and companies 
are endeavouring to define and implement 
living wages in many countries and sectors. 

According to Hütz-Adams, recent re-
search indicates that it is possible to define 
appropriate living wage for a given geo-
graphical region. Most organisations cam-
paigning for fair pay use the Anker method 
for this purpose. It was developed by econo- P
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mist Richard Anker, a former senior econo-
mist at the International Labour Organisa-
tion (ILO). His method is based on the 
following information: 

●● the cost of an affordable, nutritious 
diet, 

●● the cost of acceptable basic housing, 
●● the cost of clothing and footwear and 
●● the cost of covering other essential 

needs. 
An appropriate living wage can be cal-

culated on the base of these costs and the size 
of wage-earners’ households. Hütz-Adams 
warns, however, that calculating cost of liv-
ing can be very difficult in developing coun-
tries, where statistical data tend to be unreli-
able or even unavailable. Moreover, costs 
often vary dramatically within countries. 

Bangladesh is a country where numer-
ous organisations are currently working on 
the implementation of a living wage. Eighty 
percent of the country’s garments industry 
is concentrated in and around Dhaka, the 
capital. To apply the Anker method, com-
prehensive data was collected in the spring 
of 2016. The costs of food and housing were 
checked, for instance. Hütz-Adams calls the 
results “sobering”. On the outskirts of the 
agglomeration, a living wage is the equiva-
lent of $ 177, but $ 214 are required in its cen-
tre. The wages that are actually paid range 
from $ 69 to $ 83 a month, depending on skill 
level, which implies that wages would have 
to more than double to ensure a decent live-
lihood. 

Studies on pay levels are similarly be-
ing carried out for other sectors and coun-
tries – for instance for cut flowers from Ken-
ya, tea from Malawi or electronic goods from 
China. The findings differ dramatically, but 
in most cases the wages paid are not suffi-
cient to meet the cost of living. As Hütz- 
Adams explains, things are even harder to 
assess in regard to smallholder farmers. 

Implementing a living wage is the next 
challenge, as Hütz-Adams points out.  
Attempts are being made in various sectors 
– including the garment industry in Bangla-
desh. “Everyone involved is aware that these 
processes take time,” the author writes. One 
problem in the garment sector is that com-
panies in the supply chain want to retain a 
fixed share of the prises as profit. The result 
is that if a garment leaves a factory at a mod-
erately higher price to cover better pay for 
the workforce, the retail price rises expo-

nentially. The retail price of a shirt that 
would cost three dollars might thus rise to 
nearly € 16. 

Stressing that the introduction of liv-
ing wages is a long process that requires the 
involvement of many parties, Hütz-Adams 
offers advice to all of them. Everyone who is 
relevant in the supply chain – from compa-
ny managers to trade-union leaders and 
government officials – should join networks 
committed to achieving the goal. Relevant 
data could then be systematically and com-
prehensively collated and made publicly 
available.

Hütz-Adams also wants the German 
government to act. He believes it should: 

●● make it a legal requirement that Ger-
man companies have to pay living wages 
throughout the value chain, 

●● make the payment of living wages a 
precondition for public procurement, 

●● create complaint mechanisms so 
those who are not paid fairly can claim their 
rights and

●● call for legally binding international 
standards that companies that operate in-
ternationally must observe. 

The author also addresses demands to 
manufacturers and retailers. They should:

●● design their supply chains in a way 
that allows them to understand the prove-
nance of the products they buy and 

●● set price in a way that facilitates the 
payment of living wages throughout the 
supply chain. 

Hütz-Adams believes that banks and 
other financiers should only make money 
available to companies that provide verifi
able information concerning their commit-
ment to social and environmental standards 
as well as human rights. Moreover, he sees a 
role for consumers, who should demand to 
know whether living wages were paid to 
everyone involved in the manufacture and 
distribution of a product. 

Georgios Zervas, a management con-
sultant, and Peter Spiegel, a futurologist, go 
a step further than Hütz-Adams. They pro-
pose an amazingly simple solution for tack-
ling extreme poverty: a global minimum 
wage of one dollar an hour after taxes and 
contributions to national social protection 
schemes. The net wage of one dollar would 
have to be observed as an absolute mini-
mum throughout the world. The authors 
claim that it would allow the worst forms of 

exploitative slave labour to be eliminated at 
one blow. It should apply to developing and 
emerging countries where there is currently 
no minimum wage or only a very low one, 
they argue. 

Zervas and Spiegel also consider Bang-
ladesh’s garments industry an example. The 
minimum wage there is the equivalent of  
$ 50 a month, which amounts to 15 to 20 
cents an hour. Raising it to one dollar would 
make a big difference. However, the two au-
thors accept that a minimum wage is not 
implementable in every sector, especially 
not in agriculture. 

Apart from raising employees’ in-
comes, Zervas and Spiegel claim the one-
dollar-an-hour solution would have another 
positive effect: to put a limit to wage compe-
tition in the developing word. Entire indus-
tries would not keep migrating from country 
to country in the hunt for ever lower wages. 
The authors insist their radical proposal 
would be economically feasible. If all com-
panies were under the same obligation to 
pay a minimum wage of one dollar an hour, 
competition would not be distorted, they 
point out. 

Moreover, Zervas and Spiegel see a 
minimum wage as the “most effective of all 
imaginable stimulus programmes for the 
global economy”, because nearly all of the 
money earned by the poor is spent immedi-
ately and thus goes straight back into the 
economic cycle. Another advantage would 
be that international migration would de-
cline as livelihoods in poor countries im-
prove. 

The problem with the proposal made 
by Zervas and Spiegel is its implementation. 
The authors only mention this issue fleet-
ingly, calling for the ILO to approve the min-
imum wage and monitor its enforcement. In 
their eyes, the broadest possible coalition of 
business actors, civil society and policy-
makers should promote the reform.

Book and link 

Zervas, G., and Spiegel, P., 2016: Die 1-Dollar 

Revolution (The one-dollar revolution).  

Piper, München/Berlin (only in German).

Hütz-Adams, F., 2017: Nachhaltigkeit erfordert 

Gerechtigkeit (Sustainability requires fairness) 

(only in German).

http://www.suedwind-institut.de/fileadmin/

fuerSuedwind/Publikationen/2017/2017-03_

Nachhaltigkeit_erfordert_Gerechtigkeit.pdf

http://www.suedwind-institut.de/fileadmin/fuerSuedwind/Publikationen/2017/2017-03_Nachhaltigkeit_erfordert_Gerechtigkeit.pdf
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AIIB

Lacking standards

Established at the initiative of China, the Asian 
Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) started 
operations in 2016. Civil-society organisations 
criticise the multilateral institution for failing 
to take account of human rights violations in 
the context of its funding programmes. Ger-
man policymakers, however, hope they will 
have a positive influence on the AIIB.

By Lea Diehl

Considering its economic strength, China is 
underrepresented in the established interna-
tional financial institutions (IFIs), where the 
tone is set by the United States, EU member 
countries and Japan. The creation of the AIIB 
was a response to that – as well as an attempt 
to boost Beijing’s international influence. 

The AIIB’s mission is to promote so-
cial and economic development, especially 
in Asia. It grants and facilitates long-term 
loans that would not be available without it. 
The bank seeks to strengthen regional coop-
eration, supporting public as well as private 
investments.  

The AIIB’s founding members include 
European nations. Germany is the biggest 
European shareholder and holds 4.1 % of the 
voting rights. Therefore, environmental and 
human-rights organisations believe that 
Germany has a special responsibility.  

Urgewald is one such organisation. 
In its view, the AIIB needs to adopt and ob-
serve appropriate social and environmental 
standards, but it is failing on both fronts. In 
the critics’ eyes, one example is a Indone-
sian slum upgrading project in the context 
of which the human rights of women and in-
digenous people were violated. The project is 
co-financed by the AIIB and the World Bank. 

For a long time, environmental and 
human-rights organisations have been com-
plaining about established IFIs only apply-
ing inadequate environmental and social 
standards. Now they accuse the AIIB of fail-
ing to meet even those standards. 

The AIIB cooperates with established 
IFIs on many projects. Nevertheless, it is 
their competitor, says Arntraud Hartmann, 
a member of a standards-monitoring com-

mittee at the Asian Development Bank 
(ADB). She warns that in the long run the 
desire to attract clients will result in the low-
ering of standards at all multilateral banks. 

In regard to energy projects, for exam-
ple, the AIIB’s guidelines are less strict than 
those of the World Bank. The AIIB rules out 
neither coal projects nor nuclear power, but 
AIIB President Jin Liqun says the bank’s 
work is “lean, clean and green”.

According to a Hawaiian critic, the 
AIIB pays little attention in its day-to-day 
operations to the grand principles it claims 
to be committed to. Her point is that the 
bank lacks transparency and reliable control 
mechanisms. 

This view was shared by experts attend-
ing an urgewald meeting to discuss the AIIB in 
Berlin last month. Many demanded that AIIB 
involve both its shareholders and civil society 
in project planning and evaluation processes. 
A first step – it was suggested – would be to 
provide earlier and fuller information on pro-
jects and complaint mechanisms. 

Questionable cooperation partner

Members of the German Bundestag, how-
ever, hope to have a positive influence on 
the AIIB.

Social Democrat Manfred Zöllmer 
sees German participation as an opportu-
nity to exert pressure on Beijing to adopt ap-
propriate standards in the future. However, 
he admits that it  will take time. “The AIIB 
needs to observe standards that are not the 
norm in China and that the Chinese are not 
familiar with,” says Zöllmer, who is a mem-
ber of the Bundestag’s finance committee. 

How much influence Germany will  
really have on the environmental and hu-
man-rights situation in the target regions is 
debatable, says Thomas Gambke, who be-
longs to the Green party. He argues that the 
AIIB’s European shareholders must cooper-
ate to gain more influence.  

Philip Murman of the Christian Demo-
crats says the AIIB might facilitate invest-
ments beyond what the Asian Development 
Bank is doing. In his eyes, for example, there 
is a great need to invest in rural health care 
and education. 

“The AIIB will try to improve matters,” 
promises AIIB press spokesman Yuanjiang 
Sun, pointing out that the AIIB is still in its 
infancy and plans to work on standards and 
strategies. P
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Many questions concerning social standards 

remain unanswered at the young AIIB. 

https://www.dandc.eu/en/contributors/Lea-Diehl


D+C  e-Paper  April 2017� 7

monitor

Inequality

Redistributing money and power

Despite progress in many areas such as 
fighting hunger and poverty, social inequality 
keeps growing. It undermines social cohe-
sion and trust in democracy, hampering eco-
nomic growth and preventing social advance-
ment. The whole of society is affected. That 
is true in poor and rich countries.

By Katja Dombrowski

Oxfam, the international non-governmental 
organisation (NGO), estimates that 70 % 
of the world population live in countries 
where the gap between rich and poor has 
grown over the past 30 years. Developing 
countries, emerging markets and industrial 
countries are equally affected. According 
to Oxfam, rising disparities of income and 
wealth are among the biggest global chal-
lenges in economic, social and political 
terms. Even the business-dominated World 
Economic Forum sees income disparity as a 
key risk in the next decade.

Economic inequality affects many ar-
eas of life, including life expectancy, educa-
tion opportunities and health. According 
to Oxfam, it reinforces other inequalities 
such as those owed to gender, ethnicity or 
religion. In countries with growing income 
gaps, crime and violent conflicts are to in-

crease too. Contrary to former beliefs, in-
equality hampers economic growth and its 
effects on reducing poverty, the NGO states.

The global community has acknowl-
edged the problem. Reducing inequality is 
one of the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) that the UN adopted in 2015. Accord-
ingly,  money and power must radically be 
redistributed, Oxfam argues. “Governments 
can close the gap between poor and rich if 
they break away from pure belief in the mar-
ket and confront the interests of powerful 
elites,” the NGO states in a recent update of 
the summary of its 2014 report „Even it up – 
time to end extreme inequality“. Redistribu-
tion is the only way to create equal chances 
for all, it argues.

Oxfam is calling for concerted action to 
build a fairer economic and political system 
that will value every citizen’s rights. Policies 
must be implemented concerning regula-
tion and taxation, minimum wages, social 
transfers and free access to the education and 
health-care systems, for instance.

The report identifies international 
tax loopholes as a major problem. Develop-
ing countries lose at least $ 100 billion per 
year due to multinational corporations’ tax 
avoidance and evasion (see D+C/E+Z 2017/3, 
p. 12 ). The practice costs Bangladesh alone 

$ 310 million every year – enough to finance 
a fifth of the country’s overall expenditure 
on primary education.

Ensuring equal opportunities for  
women is another essential issue. Gender in-
equality and income inequality are closely 
related. Studies have shown that, in highly un-
equal societies, girls are less likely to get high-
er education, parliaments have fewer female 
members and the income gap between men 
and women is bigger. In Ethiopia, for instance, 
the poorest women residing in the country-
side are six times less likely to have ever gone 
to school than the richest male city dwellers.

Oxfam demands equal rights for men 
and women, for example in laws concerning 
inheritance and land ownership. Moreover, 
the NGO is in favour of a fairer division of la-
bour between the sexes. It also wants unpaid 
care work to be paid. 

Most people all over the world reject 
strong inequality as unfair, unethical and 
harmful for society, as surveys show. Current 
debate on excessive manager salaries in Ger-
many and Europe are a sign of such aware-
ness, and so is criticism of corrupt “elites” 
who  are enriching themselves worldwide.  
According to Oxfam, governments should 
listen to their people and exercise more con-
trol and regulation to reverse the trend to-
wards growing inequality. 

Link

Oxfam, 2014: Even it up –  

time to end extreme inequality.

https://www.oxfam.de/system/files/20141029-

even-it-up-extreme-inequality.pdf
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Authoritarian rule

Stick to principles

For human-rights defenders in Iran, the situ-
ation has deteriorated since the 2015 
“nuclear deal”, in which the USA, Germany, 
France, Britain, Russia and China  agreed to 
lift some economic sanctions if Iran limited 
its nuclear programme. The regime must 
now be held accountable for observing the 
human rights treaties it has signed. Compa-
nies that do business in Iran should pay 
attention to these matters, argues Amnesty 
International (AI).  

By Ellen Thalman

Last year, authorities in Iran “intensi-
fied their repression of human-rights de-
fenders”, according to a report recently 
launched by AI. Arrests of peaceful dem-
onstrators and unfair trials by Iran’s Revo-
lutionary Courts are increasingly justified 
on national security grounds. In addition, 
detainees are tortured, and there were 
hundreds of executions in 2016. AI also 
points out that the regime fails to prevent 
violence and discrimination towards wom-
en, religious and ethnic minorities. Mak-
ing matters worse, Iranian courts increas-
ingly regard that criticism of the country’s 

human-rights record and related commu-
nication with the UN and other interna-
tional agencies as criminal activism.  

Human-rights defenders fear the so-
called “nuclear deal” is giving Iran carte 
blanche to ignore its responsibilities under 
international law. Iran has signed several 
relevant agreements, including the Interna-
tional Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 
and the Convention on the Rights of the 
Child. 

With sanctions lifted, the country 
can now pursue deals that give it access to 
much-needed goods and technology, guar-
anteeing hefty exports and profits for trad-
ing partners. René Wildangel of AI, however, 
says that “renewed relations should be used 
as an opportunity to improve the human-
rights situation.” He wants western govern-
ments to put pressure on Iran in regard to 
human rights. “There should be a certain 
conditionality in extending and deepening 
economic ties.” He is in favour of parliamen-
tary delegations from Germany and other 
European countries demanding to see po-
litical prisoners, for example. 

Ali Fathollah-Nejad, who is associated 
with both the German Council on Foreign 

Relations (DGAP) and the Harvard Kennedy 
School similarly believes that western coun-
tries have leverage: “Iranian elites are very 
much aware that they need the west  be-
cause the west has a comparative advantage: 
technology and know-how.” 

Iran’s regime is well aware of other  
authoritarian regimes doing business with 
the west without serious consequences for 
flouting human rights, however. Fathollah-
Nejad wants the west to “think creatively 
about the means of influencing human rights 
and civil society in Iran”. Conditionality in 
business dealings could make sense. At the 
same time, he warns that it would be a huge 
mistake to return to the crippling sanctions 
of the early 2000s, because such a stance 
would only boost the influence of Iran’s 
hardliners. US President Donald Trump has 
threatened to reverse the nuclear deal.

In Fatollah-Nejad’s eyes, western 
governments’ approach to Iran is guided 
by a misleading “paradigm of authoritar-
ian stability”, a pattern he says is common 
around the world. He warns that support 
for dictatorships does not lead to long-term 
stability, as was “forcefully shown by the 
Arab Spring”. Compounding matters, coop-
eration with authoritarian regimes tends to 
only benefit a small group of elites.  

According to an analysis done by the 
news agency Reuters, Iran’s hardliners have 
indeed been the greatest beneficiaries of 
resurging trade. Of 110 agreements valued 
at around $ 80 billion, 90 were with state-
owned or state-controlled companies. Even 
Supreme Leader Ayatollah Chamenei was 
involved in some deals, Reuters reports.

Iran-observers do not expect the hu-
man-rights situation to improve in Iran in 
the run-up to the presidential election in 
May. Hassan Rouhani, the incumbent head 
of state, is running again, and hardliners 
will attack him, arguing that he is weak and 
the nuclear deal has not paid off for masses 
of Iranians. At the same time, observers find 
western trends towards populist leadership 
alarming – especially in the USA. Experts 
agree that it makes the situation of human-
rights activists more difficult in countries 
under authoritarian rule if the west is seen 
to neglect its own democratic principles.

Link

Amnesty International Annual Report on Iran: 

https://www.amnesty.org/en/countries/middle-
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President Hassan Rouhani wants to be re-elected in May. 
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Crises

Neglected by the world

Media attention and the fundraising of human-
itarian agencies are interrelated. According to 
CARE, the aid agency, journalists matter 
because their coverage has an impact on the 
willingness of people in rich nations to donate 
money as well as on the action of their politi-
cal leaders. Unfortunately, many crises do not 
make headlines internationally.

By Dagmar Wolf

A recent report published by CARE has the 
title “Suffering in silence”. It lists 10 major 
humanitarian crises that only got little me-
dia attention in 2016. In cooperation with the 
Meltwater Group, a media agency, CARE has 
assessed more than 250,000 sources online.

One of the neglected crises concerns 
Eritrea. According to CARE, the country 
has been largely sealed off, and neither 
journalists nor aid agencies get sufficient 
information. The UN reckons that some  
2 million people in Eritrea do not get enough 
food, and about 50 % of the children are af-
fected by malnutrition and stunting. About 
5,000 Eritreans are fleeing the country every 
month in order to escape violence, econom-
ic misery and lifelong military service.

Burundi is another country on the 
CARE list. The authors write that a po-
litical conflict has escalated into a crisis so 
severe that some 3 million people require 
humanitarian aid. Many farmers cannot till 
the land, the report points out, and women 
and children lack basic services – including 
health care, water, food and sanitation. The 
estimates are that some 130,000 people have 
been displaced internally, and 300,000 have 
fled to neighbouring countries.

North Korea is another country that 
did not get sufficient attention in 2016. Apart 
from sporadic news concerning nuclear 
tests, the international community does not 
get much information. The humanitarian sit-
uation is bad, however, as CARE points out, 
with 70 % of the people – including 2 million 
children, pregnant women and breastfeeding 
mothers – not getting enough to eat.

The media, moreover, are not showing 
much interest in the Democratic Republic 
of the Congo (DRC), which has been haunt-
ed by strife for over 20 years. Increasing 
violence has shattered hopes for peace last 
year, according to CARE, and many children 
and teenagers consider violence and war 
to be normal. Several issues are said to be 

compounding the humanitarian problems, 
including clashes of armed gangs, draught, 
the impact of the climate phenomenon El 
Niño and the inflow of refugees from neigh-
bouring countries such as Burundi, South 
Sudan and the Central African Republic.

Other neglected crises on the CARE 
list concern Madagascar, the Lake Chad 
Bassin, Bangladesh, Papua New Guinea, the 
Central African Republic and Sudan. Since 
neglecting crises means to neglect people, 
CARE calls for more media attention. 

In Germany, CARE and ten other hu-
manitarian agencies have joined hands 
with the German Foreign Office in a cam-
paign called “#nichtvergesser” (not-forget-
ters). The idea is to raise awareness of the 
plight of millions of people who desperately 
need support in order to be able to survive.

To facilitate humanitarian relief, 
CARE raises the following demands:

●● Conflicts must end. Accordingly, po-
litical leaders must rise to their responsi-
bilities, and the UN Security Council needs 
to be reformed.

●● More money must be made avail-
able. Major humanitarian crises must be 
acknowledged, and funding decisions must 
not depend on political convenience.

●● International humanitarian law must 
be upheld. Attacks on aid workers must 
stop, and perpetrators must be taken to 
court. 

●● Local people must be empowered. Na-
tional and local capacities for dealing with 
disasters must be developed.

●● Women must be made agents of 
change. They are worst affected by strife. 
Moreover, the most humanitarian relief 
is relief that directly addresses women. 
Nonetheless, only one percent of funding 
for fragile states was invested in women’s 
groups in 2013, for example.

●● The media need a boost too. Because 
of reduced revenues and budgets, media 
houses have slashed the number of report-
ers in crisis regions.

Links

CARE, 2017: Suffering in silence. The 10 most 

under-reported humanitarian crises of 2016.

http://insights.careinternational.org.uk/media/

k2/attachments/REPORT_Suffering_in_

Silence_web_version.pdf

Campaign #nichtvergesser:

http://www.nichtvergesser.de

P
ho

to
: p

ic
tu

re
 a

lli
an

ce
/A

A

Burundi is 

a troubled country 

– protest rally in 

Bujumbura in 

February. 
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Dramatic threat  
to maize harvest
A new pest is threatening maize crops and 
thus undermining food security in various 
African countries. It is called the army-
worm, but is really a kind of moth, the 
caterpillars of which eat their way through 
vegetation at their march across fields. 
The pest is native to North and South 
America and was first identified in Africa 
in 2016. Its presence has been confirmed 
in West Africa as well as in the South and 
East of the continent. Ghana, Nigeria, 
South Africa and Zambia are among the 
affected countries.  

The armyworm’s scientific name is 
spodoptera frugiperda. It is a kind of moth 
that spreads very quickly. The caterpillars 
feed on almost anything: maize, soy, pea-
nuts and potatoes. The impact on maize 
is worst. Young plants die completely. 
In older plants, the caterpillar destroys 
the corncob from inside. The farmers 
only notice too late that their fields are 
infected. Depending on the extent of the 
infestation, 15 % to 73 % of the harvest is 
destroyed.

The UN Food and Agriculture Organ-
ization (FAO) held an emergency meeting 
in Harare, Zimbabwe, in mid-February. At 
least seven Southern African countries are 
now affected. Their people make up more 
than 70 % of the total population of South-
ern Africa. According to David Phiri, the 
FAO’s subregional coordinator, “the army-
worm is a new threat in Southern Africa, 

and we are very concerned with the 
emergence, intensity and spread of the 
pest. It is only a matter of time before 
most of the region will be affected.”

At the emergency meeting, 16 
African countries agreed on plans of ac-
tion. They fast want to boost the region’s 
capacity to manage emerging crop pests 
and livestock diseases by strengthen-
ing early warning systems as well as 
response and preparedness plans. 

According to Dora Siliya, 
Zambia’s minister of agriculture, the 
armyworm had destroyed an estimated 
124,000 hectares of cultivated maize 
fields in the country by mid-February. 
Such destruction may lead to food 
insecurity in Zambia and neighbour-
ing countries Malawi and Zimba-
bwe, which depend on imports from 
Zambia. The armyworm also destroyed 
maize fields in Malawi in the current 
farming season. Zambia’s President 
Edgar Lungu ordered the Zambian Air 
Force to assist in distributing chemi-
cals to control the pests. However, 
not all the farmers have access to the 
chemicals. Farmer Maria Chilonga says 
that she had to resort to using washing 
detergent. “I smeared detergent on the 
maize leaves,” she reports. “Some of the 
worms died, but most of my crop was 
destroyed.”

Humphrey Nkonde 

is a journalist and media 

researcher based in 

Ndola, Zambia. 

zpeopleandplaces@ 

gmail.com
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MENA

Maghreb at risk

In the lack of sustainable development and 
social progress, political stability is at risk in 
the Maghreb. Instability may have fatal con-
sequences for Europe.

By Nassir Djafari

More than six years ago, the Arab spring 
began in a provincial town in Tunisia and 
quickly spread to the entire Arab world. Mil-
lions of people took to the streets to protest 
against injustice, despotism and corruption. 
Europe applauded, and hopes were high for 
a democratic transformation. 

Today, however, Tunisia is the only 
Arab country that managed to not only over-
throw a dictatorship, but replaced it with an 
operational democracy.  

In Morocco, the King held onto power 
by introducing selected reforms. In Algeria, 
uprisings were limited, since people were 
still too exhausted from almost a decade 
of civil war in the 1990s. In Libya, the state 
collapsed, posing risks to the entire region. 
Global attention was fast distracted from the 
Maghreb as escalating violence in Syria and 
Iraq seemed more important. 

In the meantime, people from the 
Maghreb have perpetrated terrorist violence 
in Europe. These attacks made it evident 
that something is brewing in North Africa 
that directly threatens European security.  

The social conditions that led to mass 
protests in 2011 remain unchanged. In fact, 
Tunisia is economically worse off now than 
it was in 2011. Tourism is Tunisia’s most im-
portant industry, but in view of worsening 
security, fewer tourists are coming. A sense 
of hopelessness prevails in Tunisia, Algeria 
and Morocco due to extremely high youth 
unemployment. Corrupt state authorities 
compound the problems. 

The governments did introduce some 
reforms, but their commitment was only 
half-hearted. The fear of new uprisings is 
great. The Algerian government, for exam-
ple, is shying away from implementing tax 
reforms and reducing the food and fuel sub-
sidies it can hardly afford. In Tunisia, a re-

form of public administration is failing be-
cause the government is afraid of  reducing 
the extremely high number of civil servants. 

Meanwhile, the people’s problems are 
getting worse. Frustration is vented again 
and again in mass protests. The most severe 
social unrest since 2011 rocked Tunisia in 
January 2016. Morocco and Algeria also saw 
violent clashes between demonstrators and 
police. The rallies were triggered by the re-
duction of subsidies for goods that matter 
in daily life as well as by authorities’ abusive 
behaviour. That protests escalate further is 
only a matter of time. With ISIS, the civil 
wars in the Middle East and the chaos in 
Libya, the political situation in the greater 
region is even more explosive today than it 
was before the Arab spring,  

Nonetheless, the policies adopted by 
the EU and its member states in regard to 
the Maghreb are primarily marked by do-
mestic concerns. The focus is on sending 
asylum seekers and criminal offenders back 
to where they came from. European policy-
makers are interested in bilateral readmis-
sion agreements and the establishment of 
refugee camps in North Africa. In return, the 
EU suggests that cooperative governments 
will get more development aid. At the same 
time, it threatens to cut aid to countries that 
do not cooperate. 

It is certainly legitimate for European 
diplomats to take domestic concerns into 
account. However, it would be short-sighted 
to dismiss the risks that an economically 
weakened and politically fragile Maghreb 
will pose. To tackle the issues, concerted ac-
tion by the EU and its member states – above 
all Germany and France – is needed. The 
ticking social time bomb must be defused. 

To support sustainable development 
and inclusive economic growth, a mix of 
instruments is required. It exceeds devel-
opment aid. The EU, after all, is by far the 
biggest trading partner of the three North 
African countries. To unlock new oppor-
tunities and generate more employment, 
closer economic cooperation and the reduc-
tion of trade barriers make sense. Growth 

could offer alienated young people pros-
pects at home. This is what policymakers 
must stress in dialogue with North African 
partners. Conditionality or even threats are 
not helpful. For Europe’s future, peace and 
stability in North Africa matter more than 
ever before.

Nassir Djafari 
is an economist and 

a freelance writer.

nassir.djafari@gmx.de P
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Young Tunisians protesting in front of the 

Ministry of Labour in February 2016. 
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Marginalisation

Anglophone estrangement

At first sight, Cameroon is the perfect exam-
ple of an African country which has managed 
to merge diverse political, historical and cul-
tural backgrounds into one united nation. 
However, recent tensions in the two Anglo-
phone provinces of the north-west and 
south-west have exposed the fragility of the 
country’s political system and triggered 
a huge crisis. It originates from years of frus-
tration and failed nation building.

By Jonathan Bashi

The Republic of Cameroon was established 
in 1972. It resulted from a full merger of 
two formerly distinct entities: French Cam-
eroon, which achieved its independence 
from France in 1960, and the southern re-
gion of neighbouring British Cameroon, 
which voted to join the former in 1961. The 
arrangement was concluded on the basis 
of equality and respect in order to promote 
national unity and guarantee the integrity 
of the territory. The country adopted both 
French and English as official languages. 
Both Civil Law (inspired by the French sys-
tem) and Common Law (inspired by the 
British system) are integral parts of its legal 
system. 

Nonetheless, the Anglophone popula-
tion has always felt frustrated. The people 
concerned feel that their distinct origin, 
culture and history have been gradually 
assimilated by the Francophone majority 
in the name of national unity. Indeed, the 
government seems to favour the Franco-
phone lifestyle and culture. Anglophones 
are denied key positions in the state system 
and only get deputy positions which do not 
hold real power. This is even true in the two 
Anglophone provinces and is also evident in 
most state-owned companies as well as in 
the judicial system.

Accordingly, the call for strikes by the 
teachers’ trade union in November triggered 
a bigger protest movement. The people in 
the Anglophone regions used the opportu-
nity to express their anger about the mar-
ginalisation and discrimination they experi-
ence.  

The strike was launched in response to 
the dominance of Francophone teachers in 
English speaking schools, the government 
going as far as appointing Francophone 
teachers to teach English in those schools. 
A similar strike was called by lawyers’ as-
sociations in the Anglophone regions to 
denounce a Francophone dominance in the 
judicial system and to demand a better rec-
ognition of Common Law. 

In some places, protests escalated into 
violent clashes with the police and the burn-
ing of tires and the national flag. The gov-
ernment responded with robust repression. 
Measures included the arrest of opposition 
leaders. Internet access was shut down in 
the Anglophone regions.  

This crisis is not just a simple dispute 
between the Anglophone populations and 
the Cameroonian government. It is the 
symptom of a more complex problem of 
governance that affects the entire country. 
President Paul Biya has been in office since 
1982. His attitude is authoritarian. The 
protests have exposed the huge gap that 
exists between the central government and 

a population which does not identify with 
it. Moreover, there is a feeling shared by a 
large segment of the population, even in-
cluding the Francophone section, that the 
aspirations of the people are not the gov-
ernment’s priority. 

Thus, what began as a strike and a 
list of demands from a certain fringe of the 
population, has turned into a struggle for 
true democracy, freedom of expression, 
the right to a decent life and self-deter-
mination. In response, the government 
should engage in an open dialogue with 
the people and revise the country’s politi-
cal system to allow the entire population, 
both Anglophones and Francophones, to 
express themselves and flourish freely.

Jonathan Bashi

is a PhD graduate from  

the SOAS, University  

of London’s School of  

Law. He now works as 

a consultant and a law professor in the 

Democratic Republic of the Congo.

Cameroon’s education system is dominated by the Francophone majority – 

sometimes to the detriment of pupils like six-year-old Nguewou Arthur, who 

is enrolled in the Anglophone section of his school in the capital Yaoundé. 
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Emergency relief

Save human lives

Famine in East Africa? Not again! That’s the 
general impression one might get from the 
Western news and level of donations for dis-
asters in Africa.

By Christoph Schneider-Yattara

Unfortunately, there have been many hun-
ger catastrophes in the past years. It is also 
true that decades-long civil wars and bad 
governance have consequences. Ultimately, 
it is mostly the weakest in society – children, 
women and the elderly – who suffer and die.  

Some claim that climate change is a 
political invention, while others recognise it 
to be a life-threatening reality. In 2015 and 
2016, East Africa experienced severe 
droughts and floods, and at the beginning of 
2017, the rainy season failed once more. 
Rains have always been influenced by the 
shifts of El Niño and La Niña – but the fluc-
tuations are becoming stronger.  

Failing rains mean lack of water and 
barren fields. Rivers and water sources dry 
up.  Pastoralists (traveling herders) find no 
fields on which to graze their herd. Animal 
carcasses line the roads, portending the 
threat of famine.

In East Africa, pastoralist’s herds gen-
erate income and serve as savings. When the 
animals die, the people lose hope.  Hun-
dreds of thousands of people are currently 
fleeing starvation in East Africa. They are 
contributing to a regional migration crisis 
that is hardly being noticed in Europe.

In East and Central Africa, millions are 
trying to escape drought, hunger, terror and 
civil war. Poverty and violence are closely in-
terrelated, as conflicts intensify over dwin-
dling resources. People are leaving their vil-
lages in Sudan, the Central African Republic, 
the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Ugan-
da, Somalia, Burundi, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Ken-
ya and – across the Red Sea – Yemen.

Only a few of the refugees find their 
way to Europe. Most of them stay in the re-
gion. Although Ethiopia is not as wealthy as 
European countries, its borders are open. 
According to UN data, approximately 900 
people are currently arriving in Ethiopia 
every day and approximately 3,000 are ar-
riving in Uganda every day. In both cases, 
the refugees are coming from South Sudan.

According to the faith-based ACT Alli-
ance, some 5.6 million people in Ethiopia 
currently need food aid and 9.1 million peo-

ple have no access to safe drinking water. 
While 1.9 million families need assistance 
for the survival of their animals, 500,000 
families depend on receiving new seed.  

In Somalia, 6.2 million people – 
about half of the population – need food 
aid. Weakened bodies are susceptible to in-
fections, and the World Health Organiza-
tion (WHO) estimates that more than 5 mil-
lion Somalis are at acute risk of contracting 
cholera.

In Kenya, 2.7 million people are cur-
rently affected by drought and famine. Ac-
cording to the UN Office for the Coordina-
tion of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), the 
situation is most dire in the region border-
ing Ethiopia and Somalia.

Relief is possible. First and foremost, 
donations are urgently needed. It is a matter 
of saving lives. According to OCHA, $ 2 bil-
lion are needed in the first half of 2017 for 
Ethiopia, Kenya and Somalia alone. But the 
emergency in other countries matters too.  
Over $ 6.7 billion dollars are needed for a to-
tal of 23.4 million East Africans affected by 
crisis. Only half of this amount has been 
made available so far.  

In the past few years, donations have 
only reached about one third of this need. 
As a result, aid organisations have only lim-
ited opportunities to provide relief.

Famines develop slowly. Timely ac-
tion can prevent them. Water and food must 
be provided. Disease must be prevented. 
Seed must be stored and distributed appro-
priately, so fields can be tilled at the right 
moment. The logistical challenges are huge, 
but they can be dealt with.	

Eradicating hunger by 2030 is one of 
the UN Sustainable Development Goals. 
This goal is attainable – but it requires deci-
sive action. An old quote by Franklin D. 
Roosevelt is as timely as ever: “The test of 
our progress is not whether we add more to 
the abundance of those who have much; it is 
whether we provide enough for those who 
have too little.”

Christoph  
Schneider-Yattara
is the director of Bread 

for the World’s regional 

office for the Horn of Africa 

based in Addis Ababa. Bread for the World is 

a Protestant non-governmental organisation 

and a member of the ACT Alliance.

csyattara@bregional.org P
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When the animals 

die, the people lose 

hope: bull near the 

Somali-Ethiopian 

border in March 

2017. 
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Damaged democracy 

Who cares about the constitution?

In Honduras, the constitution only allows 
presidents one single term, so the word 
“re-election” is a contradiction in itself. None-
theless, Juan Orlando Hernández keeps 
telling people he wants to be re-elected. The 
country’s democracy is seriously damaged, 
and he might put an end to it, should he 
prevail.

By Rita Trautmann

After dark years under military dictator-
ship, Honduras adopted a new constitution 
in 1982. The re-election of a president was 
ruled out for ever. Most of the constitution, 
however, was not adapted to democratic re-
quirements, so the need for further reforms 
remains considerable.  

National elites heard alarm bells ring-
ing when Manuel Zelaya, a leftist president, 
announced a referendum on convening  
a new constituent assembly. They assumed 
that he intended to run for office once more, 
and this became the pretext for a coup.  

Ever since, the National Party has been 
ruling with an iron fist. In 2012, it breached 
the constitution once more. The Congress 
fired five Supreme Court judges who had 

dared to rule against recent legislation. Who 
cares about the constitution anyway? In this 
context, it is no surprise that Hernández is 
quite outspoken about “re-election”.  

To bypass the constitution’s crucial 
Article 239, his party is using flimsy legal ar-
guments. Isn’t it allowed to discuss re-elec-
tion? Is it a criminal offence when a presi-
dent declares he wants to be re-elected? And 
does the constitutional rule, that a president 
may only serve for one term, really conform 
with the constitution itself? The Supreme 
Court had to tackle these questions – and, 
in line with what those in power wanted – it 
decided that Article 239 breaches norms of 
international human rights.

This judgement is paradoxical and un-
dermines democracy in a most dangerous 
way. The constitution is a democratic nation’s 
supreme law, and it is the duty of its top judg-
es to uphold it. The Supreme Court of Hon-
duras, however, has ruled that a part of the 
constitution is unconstitutional. Who is to be 
trusted if the very institution that is in charge 
of safeguarding the constitution casts doubt 
on it? Crucial pillars of democracy are at 
stake, including the separation of the judicial, 
legislative and executive branches of govern-

ment. Under Hernández, it has become more 
evident than ever that the courts are not in-
dependent in Honduras. Should he win the 
next elections, he would be free to establish 
autocratic rule.

The debate on re-election is ridicu-
lous, especially if one considers the coup 
in 2009. Its leaders argued that it would be 
unconstitutional to re-elect Zelaya. It is now 
obvious that they were not worried about 
re-election in principle, but only about who 
was hoping to be re-elected. Unlike Zelaya, 
Hernández enjoys the support of the coun-
try’s truly powerful elites. He has reinforced 
the military and made Congress pass laws 
that benefit the elite of oligarchs.  

Hernández, of all people, is now say-
ing he needs more time to introduce re-
forms. His track record in office is poor. In 
a corruption scandal of unprecedented di-
mensions, his party abused national social-
protection funding worth $ 350 million for 
election-campaign purposes. As a result, 
government-run hospitals suffered a severe 
crisis, and about 3000 patients died be-
cause of a lack of pharmaceuticals.  

The human-rights scenario is awful. 
Nowhere on earth are so many environ-
mental activists murdered as in Honduras. 
Lawyers’ lives are not safe either. In terms 
of press freedom, Honduras ranks 137th of 
180 countries. Violence and increasing mili-
tarisation stand in the way of democratic 
development. As demanded by the USA, 
Honduras is fighting drugs – but so far, the 
results mostly prove that the government, 
the police and the armed forces have close 
links to drug gangs.  

There are no more legal means to pre-
vent the re-election of Hernández. Only 
broad-based popular resistance or opposition 
from the USA can stop him, and it does not 
look as though President Donald Trump is in-
terested in doing so. Honduras needs the rule 
of law, separate branches of government and 
a fully-operational multi-party system. De-
mocracy might help the country to overcome 
poverty, violence and human-rights abuses.

Rita Trautmann 

is a social anthropologist. 

She has worked for 

a German development 

agency in Honduras and  

is now involved in human-rights activism. 

trari@protonmail.com

Rally against President Juan Orlando Hernández in Tegucigalpa in February. 
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USA

Plainly 
unpresidential

People as different as Paul Krugman, the 
economist and New York Times columnist, 
and Trevor Noah, the South African TV come-
dian, have noted that Donald Trump’s attitude 
towards public office is undemocratic and 
resembles that of Central-Asian or African 
leaders. He is known to lie, rely on cronies 
and promote his family’s private interests. He 
shows disdain for constitutional checks and 
balances, but little interest in technically 
sound policymaking. He cannot deliver on 
grand promises and sees conspiracies 
everywhere.

By Hans Dembowski

Trump’s first two months in office were cha-
otic. After his inauguration, he claimed that 
more people attended than ever before. Pho-
tos proved him wrong. Without proof, he 
said millions of votes had been cast illegally. 
He issued travel bans for people from seven 
predominantly Muslim countries, but both 
were struck down in court. The president’s 
response was to belittle judges. Trump called 
media outlets that criticise him “enemies of 
the people”. He did not want to shake hands 
with German Chancellor Angela Merkel in 
front of TV cameras. In March, he claimed, 
without evidence, that his predecessor had  
illegally tapped his phones. 

Trump’s first national security adviser 
had to resign because of lies concerning con-
tacts with Russian officials. For similar rea-
sons, his attorney general recused himself 
from all investigations relating to the election 
campaign, during which Russian spies are be-
lieved to have hacked computers of the party 
of Trump’s opponent.  

Previous presidents meticulously 
avoided conflicts of interest, but Trump’s 
family business is benefiting. His sons are 
managing his brand, which has become 
more famous due to his rise to political pow-
er. The emoluments clause of the US consti-
tution does not allow the president to accept 
money or favours from foreign states. Since 

he was elected, however, China granted 
the Trump Organization 39 trademarks of 
obvious business relevance in the People’s 
Republic. A particularly interesting ques-
tion is whether Trump depends on Russian 
financiers. He has a history of bankruptcies, 
so most US-based banks do not give his con-
glomerate loans. How does it finance huge 
investments? The president could clarify 
matters by publishing his tax returns – 
but he refuses to do so. Shady finances, of 
course, are typical of despotic clans. 

At the end of February, many journalists 
wrote that Trump was finally acting “presi-
dentially” because he had addressed the US 
Congress in a relatively mild-mannered way. 
However, the Washington Post listed 13 “no-
table” falsehoods in his speech. Moreover, a 
president must excel as a policymaker and 
not only reiterate campaign promises. 

Two such promises were to cut taxes 
and to “repeal and replace” his predeces-
sors health-care reforms with “something 
much better”. Trump’s party controls both 
houses of Congress. The Republicans have a 
problem however. As E. J. Dionne (2016) has 
elaborated in an excellent book, they have 
been making impossible promises for a long 
time. Throughout the Obama years, they 
pretended they could drastically reduce tax-
es and repeal Obamacare without negative 
impacts on US citizens. 

In real life, however, government  
action matters. In March, their new health-

care law failed to get a majority in the House 
of Representatives. Some Republican mem-
bers argued it was too harsh, other said it was 
too weak. This friction shows that, whatever 
they do, they will disappoint masses of vot-
ers. Instead of providing guidance on policy 
details, the president had only reinterred 
hollow promises. 

Compounding budget problems, they 
want to increase military spending dra-
matically. US foreign policy is adrift how-
ever. The administration’s stance on mul-
tilateral organisations from the UN to the 
WTO to NATO is ambivalent. Trump’s sec-
retary of state, who is nominally in charge 
of these matters, is largely invisible in 
Washington. At the same time, the White 
House pins great hopes on the diplomatic 
skills of the president’s young son-in-law, 
who, by the way, was in touch with the Rus-
sian ambassador too. As in any autocracy, 
personal ties mean more than formal ranks 
and procedures. 

Trump keeps promising to put 
“America first” and “make America great 
again”. So far, he and his party seem over-
burdened by problems of their own mak-
ing. It is scary to consider what will happen 
in a serious crisis.  

Reference
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Trevor Noah likening Donald Trump to Jacob Zuma. 
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SDGs

Acceptance, not enforcement

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Develop-
ment has been called “a contract for the 
future of the world”, for instance by Gerd 
Müller, Germany’s federal minister for eco-
nomic cooperation and development. The 
document is not a contract in a binding 
legal sense, of course, and must be under-
stood as non-binding “soft law”. However, it 
largely reflects and reinforces existing 
international law.

By Markus Kaltenborn and Heike Kuhn

The UN General Assembly adopted the 
2030 Agenda as a resolution. Unlike inter-
national treaties, resolutions are not legal-
ly binding. They constitute international 
soft law, so the question arises what kind of 

legal relevance a document like this actu-
ally has. Doubts are widespread. The truth, 
however, is that soft law norms often drive 
the development of international law. They 
help to lay the groundwork for codification 
and help to constitute new customary in-
ternational law. 

The political implication of soft law 
is perhaps even more important. Govern-
ments find it increasingly difficult to find 
the common ground to conclude new com-
prehensive agreements in view of complex 
challenges. Particularly at the multilat-
eral level, it often makes sense to resort to 
“soft” governance tools in such cases. Soft 
law norms do not require parliamentary  
approval or the long years of application 
that customary law is based on. According-

ly, soft law better serves responding to inter-
national challenges fast than hard law does.  

The application of soft law depends 
on acceptance rather than judicial enforce-
ment. In the world of politics, this advan-
tage should not be underestimated. High 
acceptance and peer pressure are impor-
tant motivators, and respect for soft law is 
demonstrated by compliance. Reporting 
obligations and similar monitoring mecha-
nisms can be made transparent and acces-
sible to all. 

Another reason why governments 
like soft law is that it allows them to agree 
on content that goes beyond a mere mini-
mum consensus. No doubt, this made the 
resolution on the 2030 Agenda feasible. 
Given the complexity of international re-

A top priority of António Guterres, the new UN Secretary-General, is to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals. 
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lations, it would have been an illusion to 
hope that all countries might conclude a 
legally binding agreement with similarly 
far-reaching content.

SDGs and human rights

Despite the fact that the 2030 Agenda is not 
itself a legally binding international treaty, 
it nevertheless contains several references 
to international law and largely reinforces 
existing principles. The delegates of na-
tion states at the UN have thus basically 
demanded that their nations comply with 
previously established norms. This was not 
unprecedented. The degree of attention the 
2030 Agenda is getting, however, is great 
and the planned monitoring mechanisms 
mean that more transparency is being cre-
ated than ever before.  

If one considers human rights, the ex-
tent to which the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) correspond to existing inter-
national law becomes obvious immediately. 
Indeed, the SDGs explicitly refer to human 
rights in several places. For example, the 
Preamble states that “the 17 Sustainable 
Development Goals ... seek to realise the hu-
man rights of all”. 

Moreover, individual SDGs align 
closely with individual human rights. SDG 
2.1., for instance, calls on countries to “end 
hunger and ensure access by all people, in 
particular the poor and people in vulnerable 
situations, including infants, to safe, nutri-
tious and sufficient food all year round” by 
the year 2030. This goal basically reiterates 
the norms spelled out in Article 11 of the In-
ternational Covenant on Economic, Social 
and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) and in the 
General Comment 12, which the UN Com-
mittee on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights (CESCR) adopted in order to specify 
this provision. The General Comment 15, 
moreover, elaborates the closely related 
right to water, and SDG 6 reflects the Com-
ment’s requirements for implementing this 
right.  

The new goals relating to global health 
(listed in SDG 3) roughly resemble the right 
to health that is enshrined in Article 12 of 
the ICESCR and further outlined in General 
Comment 14. SDG 4 closely relates to the 
right to education (Article 13 of the ICESCR 
and General Comment 13). The right to work 
is enshrined in Article 7 of the ICESCR and 
was further clarified last year in General 

Comment 23. It is reinforced by SDGs 4.4. 
and 8, which relate to employment. 

Last but not least, the right to social 
security matters very much. It is expressed 
in Article 9 of the ICESCR and is reiterated 
by the 2030 Agenda, particularly in the goal 
to “end poverty in all its forms everywhere” 
(SDG 1). To that end, SDG 1.3 calls on states 
to “implement nationally appropriate social 
protection systems and measures for all, 
including floors, and by 2030 achieve sub-
stantial coverage of the poor and the vulner-
able”. This goal corresponds with the right 
to social security, which was also explic-
itly acknowledged in the Social Protection 
Floors Recommendation adopted by the In-
ternational Labour Organization (ILO) a few 
years ago.

The complete list of overlaps between 
the SDGs and established human rights goes 
on much longer. The Danish Institute for 
Human Rights analysed the 2030 Agenda 
thoroughly and concluded that 156 of its 
169 targets (more than 92 %) reflect human 
rights and basic labour standards. Apart 
from the ICESCR, relevant human rights 
are defined in the International Covenant 
on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) and a 
variety of more specific human-rights con-
ventions, like the conventions on the rights 
of women and children. 

ODA implications

Ensuring the social human rights, which, 
as discussed above, correspond closely to 
many SDGs, is the duty of the states where 
the rights holders live, whether they be the 
country’s citizens or foreigners. The 2030 
Agenda recognises this fundamental obli-
gation too. It states that “each country has 
primary responsibility for its own econom-
ic and social development”. However, the 
2030 Agenda also stresses that the global 
development goals will not be achieved 
without revitalising and expanding the 
Global Partnership. One implication is that 
official development assistance (ODA) will 
continue to be a prominent part of the ef-
fort.

This implication is the intergovern-
mental aspect of the “contract for the future 
of the world”, and it likewise was preceded 
in international human-rights provisions. 
All of the above-mentioned General Com-
ments refer to ICESCR Article 2 Paragraph 1, 
which obliges the state parties to take steps 

to realise the rights outlined. This can be 
done both “individually and through inter-
national assistance and co-operation, es-
pecially economic and technical”. The ICE-
SCR duty to provide international aid is an 
expression of one of the three dimensions 
of extraterritorial state obligations. Even 
beyond their own borders, states have an in-
ternational responsibility to strive towards 
ICESCR requirements being met. 

Along with the UN charter (Article 
56), the ICESCR (Article 2.1) is the primary 
hard-law basis for the Global Partnership. 
Soft law still determines – at least to a cer-
tain extent – the actual scope of the sup-
port obligations as well as the thematic 
and country-specific allocation of duties. 
Nonetheless, one may say that, at the lat-
est due to the adoption of the 2030 Agen-
da, the obligation to provide ODA does not 
only meet ethical requirements, but is in-
deed deeply rooted in international law. 

The comprehensive, transforma-
tional approach of the 2030 Agenda may 
well pave the way to local as well as global 
change. Every individual, group and in-
stitution should keep this in mind when 
reviewing whether governments are fulfill-
ing the respective obligations – which is 
something they have every right to do so. 
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Rural development

May we participate in your lives?

Smallholder farming systems are diverse. 
One needs to understand this diversity if one 
wants to implement development projects or 
launch a business. Researchers must take 
into account what farmers do for what  
reasons. Africa RISING is a research-for-
development programme that gathers infor-
mation at the grass-roots level. One lesson 
our author learned doing rural research is 
that the point is not that development agents 
involve farmers in projects. It is, in fact, the 
other way round: Success depends on farm-
ers allowing development workers to partici-
pate in their lives.

By Mirja Michalscheck

Smallholder farms are a key to achieving 
global development goals such as food se-
curity and poverty alleviation. The reason 
is that their small-scale production sys-
tems generate about 80 % of the food con-

sumed in Africa and Asia. Moreover, fam-
ily farms are also an important employer 
of rural labour and typically contribute to 
keeping agro-biological diversity great at 
the regional level. 

However, smallholders face many 
constraints. Land tenure is often insecure. 
Access to markets and financial services 
tends to be limited and, as a result, access 
to machinery, advanced technology, fer-
tiliser and quality seed is limited too. The 
input use of African smallholders tends to 
be particularly sparing. On average, they 
apply only 10 to 13 kilogrammes of fertilizer 
per hectare, according to data collected by 
the UN Food and Agriculture Organisation 
(FAO), while their South-Asian counterparts 
use about 100 kilogrammes. 

This huge difference results in part 
from the fact that most African farmers do 
not have irrigation. They shy away from in-
vesting in inputs because erratic rains may 

fast  destroy their crops. In years with good 
rains, however, the investments would pay 
off. 

If one understands how farmers think, 
one can find alternatives to providing irriga-
tion. Innovation for Poverty Action (IPA), a 
US-based non-governmental organisation, 
recently discovered another way to make 
input investments more attractive to farm-
ers: rainfall insurance. An IPA study showed 
that providing such a financial service to 
farmers led them to increase fertiliser use 
by 25 %, extend the cultivated area by eight 
percent and work 13 % more labour per unit. 

The link between insurance and the 
application of farm inputs is important in-
formation for projects like Africa RISING. 
With funding from USAID, Africa RISING is 
implementing three regional research pro-
grammes in six African countries: in Ethio-
pia’s highlands, West Africa (Ghana and 
Mali) and Eastern and Southern Africa (Tan-

Woman drying grain in Ghana’s Upper West Region.
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zania, Malawi and Zambia). Africa RISING 
stands for “Africa Research in Sustainable 
Intensification for the Next Generation”. 

To find good solutions, one needs to 
know what drives farmers’ decisions. It is 
therefore an important research principle to 
involve the people who make the decisions 
on the farms – and they are not always the 
persons who head the households. Agricul-
tural test trials concern issues such as opti-
mal levels of inputs, integrated soil fertility 
management or the integration of maize and 
legume cultivation. Africa RISING wants to 
identify options that improve productivity 
and safeguard the environment as well as 
people’s health. 

A serious challenge for research is 
that smallholder farmers do not constitute 
a homogenous group. Their practices and 
traditions do not only vary from one geo-
graphical region to another. They also vary 
within a single community. Different house-
holds own land of different sizes and quali-
ties. They own different kinds and numbers 
of livestock. Some households have many 
members contributing family labour, others 
only a few. The level of education varies as 
well as their means of transport – ranging 
from motorbikes to none at all. All of these 
issues determine their room for manoeu-
vre. Market access, for instance, depends on 
transport opportunities. 

Researchers must also pay attention 
to the dynamics within the household. 
In northern Ghana, for example, a typi-
cal smallholder farm is a family farm that 
consists of several partially independent 
units, and each unit is run by a different 
family member. Typically, the male head 
of the family will cultivate cereals and 

tubers. He thus ensures the household’s 
basic food security. The women, however, 
will cultivate vegetables and cash crops, 
achieving nutritional diversity and cover-
ing children’s school fees. Livestock, too, 
is handled by different family members. 
Generally speaking, questions of owner-
ship, access to production assets and fi-
nance depend on age, gender and other is-
sues everywhere. Unless one understands 
the complete matrix of diverging responsi-
bilities, interests and inner-family power 
relations, one will not understand how 
farm management decisions come about. 
When promoting a new technology or 
method, one must therefore consult differ-
ent household members. 

Women’s views matter

Our work showed that men and women 
described the same farm differently. Each 
respondent exaggerated their own respon-
sibility. Accordingly, researchers need to 
assess the different statements diligently, 
putting them into context. It is striking that, 
in the past, many surveys only consulted the 
heads of households, who tend to be men. 
Such research is likely to be distorted by an 
unwitting gender bias. It is true, of course, 
that sometimes women who were heading 
households may have been interviewed too, 
but their perspective differs from the one of 
women in male-headed households. 

Moreover, it is important to provide 
all respondents with a safe space to express 
their opinions. Experience shows that farm 
women often say different things in the 
presence of others, particularly their male 
household members, than when they are 

interviewed alone. One implication is that 
researcher teams should include female and 
male members. 

Another challenge is that researchers 
or development workers, who come from 
afar to a rural area, are often regarded as 
persons of authority and influence. To some 
extent, rural people will hope to get money 
or some other kind of support, but they may 
also fear that saying something wrong may 
trigger some kind of punishment. For these 
reasons, their responses to survey questions 
may not always be honest. Such problems 
are compounded by cultural ideas of gender 
and hierarchy. 

To cooperate well with smallholder 
farmers, we must understand what they do 
for what reasons. We have to ask ourselves, as 
researchers and development practitioners: 
how well do we understand our target group? 
Engaging in development work is not just a 
learning experience for the farmers. In the 
first place, we have to learn about them. 

If we expect honesty, openness and 
commitment, moreover, we have to open up 
ourselves. We must constantly test and im-
prove our knowledge and prove to our part-
ners that we are indeed partners. As agents 
of development, we are not really letting 
“farmers participate in our projects” as we 
tend to believe. It is the other way round. To 
get good results, they must allow us to par-
ticipate in their lives and decision-making.
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A rural woman on 

a Ghanaian beach. 

Vulnerable coasts 
A large share of humankind lives close to the sea. 
Reasons include access to maritime resources and 
opportunities for traffic. It is no coincidence that 
many of the world’s largest agglomerations are on  
coasts. Agricultural land, moreover, tends to be espe-
cially fertile along estuaries. Today, however, climate 
change and other environmental hazards are making 
coastal life more difficult.
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Vulnerable coasts

Predictable disasters

Bangladesh is exposed to the rising sea 
level. Throughout history, the country’s coa-
stal areas have suffered meteorological 
disasters including cyclones, floods and ero-
sion of land. Climate change is anticipated to 
make extreme weather events ever more 
likely. Moreover, increasing salinisation in the 
coastal areas is affecting people’s liveli-
hoods.

By Feisal Rahman

Nearly two thirds of Bangladesh’s land area 
is less than five metres above sea level. The 
country’s terrain is flat and low-lying, situ-
ated in the Delta of three major rivers: the 
Ganges, Brahmaputra and Meghna. Accord-
ing to the Intergovernmental Panel on Cli-
mate Change (IPCC, 2014), 27 million people 
in Bangladesh will be at risk due to the rising 
sea level by 2050.

Bangladesh’s Ministry of Environ-
ment and Forests reckons that the sea-level 
rise (SLR) will amount to 14 centimetres by 
2030, to 32 centimetres by 2050 and to 88 
centimetres by 2100. The common percep-
tion is that land will be inundated, so people 
will be displaced. This danger is real, but it 
is probably overestimated as inundation 

of mass land area is unlikely (Nishat, 2017; 
Brammer, 2014). Migration to the cities from 
the coastal areas, especially Dhaka, the capi-
tal, is more likely to be driven by livelihood 
stress arising from salinisation (the situa-
tion is similar on the Indian side of the bor-
der – see comment by A.K. Ghosh on p. 25).

Dwindling fresh water supply

The country’s fresh water supply will be af-
fected as saline water is pushed upstream. 
The water logging potential will grow. Sa-
linisation will thus affect arable land. It will 
also affect underground aquifers. Agriculture 
in coastal areas will suffer (Huq and Ayers, 
2007). 

Salinity is not only increasing because 
of SLR and tidal surges, however. Other  
issues matter too. For instance, the Far-
rakka barrage on the Ganges in India has 
reduced the inflow of fresh water. Land ero-
sion, land-use change and the construction 
of embankments and dykes along coasts are 
adding to the problem. 

Climate models, however, show that 
salinity levels will increase further as the sea 
level rises. Coastal communities will find it 
ever harder to get safe water. 

The World Health Organization 
(WHO) recommends a daily dietary intake 
of 2.0 grammes of salt. As freshwater sourc-
es become scarce, people in the south-west 
coastal region are forced to drink saline 
water. A study (Khan et al, 2011) found that 
people’s daily salt consumption in the Khul-
na District already amounted to five to 16 
grammes of salt from drinking water in the 
dry season. Such levels of salt consumption 
are linked to multiple health risks, including 
hypertension, kidney failure and diarrhoea. 
Pregnant women are at risk of pre-eclamp-
sia, which may lead to severe headaches, 
organ damage and even death (Khan et al, 
2014). A study commissioned by the World 
Bank (2015) showed that saltwater con-
sumption during pregnancy is also linked to 
infant mortality.

Rising salinity, moreover, degrades ag-
ricultural land. Accordingly, fields that were 
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This shelter withstood Cyclone Sidr in 2007.
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historically used to cultivate rice and other 
crops have been converted into ponds for 
shrimp farming. This trend is particularly 
evident in Satkhira, one of the districts most 
aff ected by salinisation. In 1975, 80 % of the 
area was used for fi elds. In 2005, the share 
was only 15 %. In the same time span, the 
area used for shrimp cultivation increased 
from two percent to 72 %. 

Such developments have serious so-
cial implications. Shrimp farming mostly 
benefi ts rich farmers, whereas poor farm-
ers and marginalised communities suf-
fer. One reason is that shrimp farming is 
not as labour intensive as rice farming, so 
landless labourers and sharecroppers lose 
out. Eventually, the men are forced to look 
for work in urban areas, while women are 
left behind with children and the elderly. 

In lack of male partners, women become 
more vulnerable, but their economic activ-
ity becomes more important. For obvious 
reasons, however, there are fewer opportu-
nities to work in agriculture. 

Data from 14 districts for the years 
1994 to 2010 indicate that crop failures have 
a strong impact on migration (Gray and 
Mueller, 2012). Some coastal areas, where 
three rice harvests were feasible in the past, 
now only have one crop, mostly because of 
rising salinity. 

Generally speaking, moreover, the 
poor depend more on ecosystem services 
which are degraded by climate change. For 
example, the livelihoods of poor communi-
ties who rely on the Sundarbans mangrove 
forest will suff er because of salinisation. 
Scholars assessed diff erent aquatic salin-

ity scenarios on behalf of the World Bank 
(2016). They predict that rising salinity will 
negatively aff ect 14 mangrove species, and 
in particular the valuable Sundari trees. 
The authors argue that “the greatest nega-
tive impacts” will be felt in the poorest 
sub-districts. The reasons are loss of tim-
ber value, reduced honey production and 
more incidents involving wildlife, includ-
ing predators such as crocodiles and tigers.

For people’s food security, moreover, 
freshwater fi sh is very important. Unfor-
tunately, relevant species are aff ected by 
salinisation, as research has shown (Gain 
et al, 2008). In Paikgacha, a highly saline 
sub-district of Khulna, fresh water species 
decreased by 59 % from 1975 to 2005. In 
Rampal, a moderately saline sub-district of 
Bagerhat, the comparative fi gure was 21 %. 

The way forward

Although the situation seems 
quite grim, Bangladesh is not 
giving up. In fact, the country 
is often considered a climate-
change adaptation champion. 
The government is committed 
to the cause. 

Bangladesh is one of the 
nations that emits very little 
carbon, but it is likely to be 
among those that suff er most 
because of global warming. 
However, the country is not 
waiting to be rescued by others. 
It has taken several initiatives 
to facilitate climate-resilient 
development. In 2008, Bang-
ladesh adopted a 10 year stra-
tegic action plan to address 
the impacts of climate change. 
Subsequently, a trust fund was 
created, which has so far in-
vested the equivalent of almost 
$ 1 billion in tangible projects. 
The international donor com-
munity, moreover, has set up 

a parallel fund, which is called 
the Resilience Fund. 

At the ground level, 
Bangladesh has achieved tre-
mendous success in the area 
of disaster management. The 
country has a very eff ective cy-
clone warning system which is 
supported by nearly 50,000 cy-
clone preparedness volunteers. 
It also matters that the indus-
trial sector has been growing, 
creating new livelihoods and 
boosting incomes opportuni-
ties. The constant economic 
growth over the past few years 
have set Bangladesh to gradu-
ate to a lower middle income 
country by 2021.

More needs to be done, 
of course. The following issues 
deserve attention:  

 � Measures should be taken 
to prevent further intrusion 
of salinity. It would be good to 
retain monsoon waters to in-

crease  the rivers’ water fl ow in 
the dry season, so less saline 
water would be pressed into the 
delta. The technical challenges 
are great, however, and require 
thorough consideration.   

 � The existing coastal em-
bankments have to be managed 
better. They need to be raised 
and made stronger as the sea 
level rises. Moreover, there 
should be provisions to repair 
damaged embankments fast. 

 � Agriculture provides 
livelihoods to most people in 
the coastal region, so climate-
smart agriculture must be pro-
moted. It would make sense, 
for instance, to rely on rice va-
rieties that are especially salt-
tolerant. The same can be said 
for other crops. Another option 
is cultivation on raised beds. 
Appropriate policies should 
promote interventions like this, 
ensuring that marginal farmers 
benefi t. 

 � It is important to build 
disaster-resilient rural infra-
structure, taking into account 

the needs of women and vul-
nerable groups. 

 � As rural to urban migra-
tion increases, appropriate 
urban planning and adequate 
urban infrastructure must be 
ensured. Moreover, livelihood 
opportunities must be created in 
new urban centres, so migrants 
will be attracted to other places 
than the crowded existing cities. 

Apart from tackling chal-
lenges at home, Bangladesh 
must ensure in global negotia-
tions that funding and techni-
cal expertise are provided to all 
countries that are vulnerable 
to climate change, especially if 
they have hardly contributed 
to the phenomenon. There are 
limits to what climate adapta-
tion can achieve, moreover, 
so the international global 
community must protect the 
climate. Global cooperation is 
needed to achieve the required 
reduction of greenhouse-gas 
emissions. Bangladesh’s dip-
lomats have their work cut out 
for them.
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The slight increase in salt-tolerant species 
did not compensate for the loss. People’s 
protein supply has thus become more pre-
carious, and biodiversity is dwindling. 

Women at risk of disasters

Women and adolescent girls are at higher 
risk due to the impacts of global warming. 
They collect water for their families, and 
in the dry season, when freshwater sources 
become scarce, they have to walk farther. 
Sometimes they must hike up to ten kilo-
metres every day. Because of sexual har-
assment, the journeys are not always safe. 
Moreover, women and adolescent girls in 
the area suffer gynaecological problems due 
to using saline water during menstruation 
(Islam et al, 2016). 

The IPCC (2014) predicts that cyclones 
and tropical storms in general will become 
more intense. Bangladesh has actually im-
proved disaster management dramatically. 
When Cyclone Bhola hit the Delta in 1970, 
some 300,000 to 500,000 people lost their 
lives. In 1991, a cyclone of comparable force 
claimed 135,000 lives. In 2007, Cyclone Sidr, 
which also had a speed of more than 250 kil-
ometres, killed a mere 3,500 people. Bangla-
desh now has an early warning system and 
shelters, so people are much better prepared.

Nonetheless, cyclones cause huge 
damage. They seriously reduce peoples ac-
cess to clean water because they destroy 
infrastructure and contaminate freshwater 
resources, worsening the salinity scenario. 

When extreme weather events such as 
cyclones occur, women are more vulnerable 
than men. Historically, the female share of 
a cyclone’s death toll was 90 %. When Sidr 
struck in 2007, the share of female casualties 

was still more than 83 % (World Bank, 2013). 
One reason is that they have to fend not only 
for themselves, but also for children, the 
elderly, the sick and livestock. Evaluations 
have shown, moreover, that many women 
were not alerted in time by the early-warn-
ing system. On the upside, the absolute 
number of lives that Sidr claimed was at 
most about one percent of those claimed by 
Bhola in 1970. 

Extreme weather events cause dis-
placement, of course. The number of people 
concerned is likely to grow. Cyclone Sidr dis-
placed nearly 650,000 people in 2007. Two 
years later, Cyclone Bijli, which belonged to 
a weaker category, displaced nearly 200,000 
people. Such are often only temporary, how-
ever. The degradation of arable land has a 
more lasting impact.

In any case, it is estimated that an ad-
ditional 2000 people move to the Dhaka ag-
glomeration every day. The agglomeration 
is already one of the world’s most densely 
populated areas. Many migrants come from 
the coastal areas and hope to escape rural 
poverty. They mostly end up in slums and 
do informal work. Climate change is set to 
accelerate their race to the city.
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Empower India’s 
climate refugees

More than 4.5 million peo-
ple currently live in India’s 
Sundarbans. Because of global 
warming, at least one million 
will have to leave. Government 
agencies should invest in skills 
training, so climate refugees 
will fi nd attractive new liveli-
hoods. 

India and Bangladesh 
share the Sundarbans, the 
world’s largest mangrove for-
est. It is located in the Delta of 
the Ganga, Brahmaputra and 
Meghna rivers. On the Indian 
side, 54 Sundarban islands are 
inhabited, and another 50 is-
lands are protected for wildlife. 
UNESCO has declared a World 
Heritage Site. Tourists come to 
the Sundarbans to enjoy nature 
and to spot tigers, if they are 
lucky. 

However, the Delta is ex-
posed to climate change. More 
than half of the Sundarban vil-
lages in India are vulnerable 
to erosion, breached embank-
ments, storm surges, intru-
sion of saline water and other 
impacts. According to the In-
dian section of the World Wide 
Fund for Nature (WWF-India), 
at least 1.2 million people must 
be resettled in order to prevent 
disasters that may be caused by 
cyclones, fl oods and the salini-
sation of agricultural land in 
the future, for example. 

The Government of In-
dia has announced a National 
Action Plan on Climate Change, 
focusing on energy effi  ciency, 
renewable energy, sustainable 
agriculture etcetera. The State 
Government of West Bengal 
has also published a Climate 
Change Action Plan. However, 

neither plan even mentions 
migration. There apparently is 
little awareness of the need to 
resettle and rehabilitate peo-
ple in a coordinated manner. 
So far, not even the UN has of-
fi cially accepted the term “cli-
mate refugees”. 

The truth is that more 
than one million people, most 
of them farmers and fi shers, 
will have to leave the Indian 
part of the Delta in the years 
by 2050. Men will have no op-
tion but to leave their families 
behind in search of unskilled 
work in distant parts of the 
country. 

We have studied the case 
of four villages (Ghosh, 2015). 
To date, more than 50 % of the 
abled-bodied men have left and 
moved to 11 other Indian states. 
Most of them are working as 
unskilled labourers on con-
struction sites. It would make 
sense to train climate refugees 
so they can work as masons, 
plumbers, electricians etcet-
era. That would enable them to 
earn more money, and in view 
of the booming real estate busi-
ness in India, their skills would 
certainly be in demand. Practi-
tioners could provide hands-on 

training. Schemes of this kind 
would not cost much. Women, 
moreover, could be trained 
to work in garments produc-
tion and other industries with 
strong female employment.

The Government of India 
correctly sees a need to train 
20,000 people per year for the 
renewable-energy sector. It is 
bizarre, however, that neither 
the state government nor the 
central government has ever 
announced any skill-devel-
opment programme for the 
inhabitants of the vulnerable 
Delta region. The people con-
cerned are becoming victims 
of a phenomenon they have 
not caused. The infrastructure 
of the Sundarbans is poor, and 
carbon emissions from the area 
are negligible. On the other 
hand, the island people have 
contributed to protecting the 
mangroves and even planting 
new mangroves, thus strength-
ening an important carbon 
sink. They certainly deserve to 
be empowered to cope with cli-
mate change.

If government agencies 
fail them, perhaps the private 
sector could step in. India has 
made it a rule that large corpo-

rations must spend two percent 
of their net profi ts on corpo-
rate social responsibility. Skills 
training for climate refugees 
would be a worthy cause.

A.K. GHOSH

is the director of 

the Centre for 

Environment & 

Development 

(CED) in Kolkata. The CED is 

involved in the Collaborative 

Adaptation Research Initiative in 

Africa and Asia (CARIAA) which is 

fi nancially supported by Britain’s 

Department for International 

Development and Canada’s 

International Development 

Research Centre. In this 

comment, the author expresses 

his personal views.

cedkolkata@yahoo.com

LINKS

Ghosh, A.K., 2015: Climate 

change, human migration and 

human rights with a focus on 

Indian Sundarbans Delta. Journal 

of West Bengal Human Rights 

Commission, 1: 115-122.

WWF-India, 2011: Indian 

Sundarbans Delta: a vision. 

http://www.wwfi ndia.org/?6362/

indian-sundarbans-delta-a-vision P
ho

to
: B

öt
hl

in
g/

P
ho

to
gr

ap
hy

Half of all Indian Sundarban villages are exposed to erosion and other impacts of climate change.
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The needs of displaced persons

Forced displacement related to disasters is 
one of the greatest humanitarian challenges 
the international community must rise to in 
the 21st century. The impacts of climate 
change are relevant in this context. As 
a state-led initiative, the Platform on Disaster 
Displacement aims to tackle the problems, 
coordinating efforts of many stakeholders.

By the Platform on Disaster Displacement

Every year, millions of people are displaced 
due to disasters caused by natural hazards 
such as floods, tropical storms, earthquakes, 
landslides, droughts, salt-water intrusion, 
glacial melting, glacial lake outburst floods 
and melting permafrost. Other people have 
to leave their homes because of the impacts 
of the rising sea level, coastal erosion, deser-
tification and environmental degradation in 
general. Small island developing states 
(SIDS) and least developed countries (LDCs) 
are hit hardest, but middle-income coun-
tries face specific challenges too. 

From 2008 to 2014, 184 million people 
were displaced by sudden-onset disasters 
worldwide. That number is equal to more 
than one third of the population of the EU. 
Matters are probably even worse, since the 
estimates may not fully reflect the number 
of persons who are displaced in the context 
of slow-onset events. These people are diffi-
cult to identify, so there is a lack of data. We 
know, however, that coastal regions are  
affected in particular, and a large share of 
the world population lives within 100 kilo-
metres of the sea shore. 

In 1990, the first Assessment Report of 
the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC) indicated that global warm-
ing could trigger large movements of peo-
ple, particularly from coastal areas. This has 
since happened in several world regions. 
Speaking at the annual council of the Inter-
national Organization for Migration (IOM), 
Peter Thomson, the president of the UN  
General Assembly, pointed out in 2016: “You 
cannot stay in your traditional homeland if 
it is turned into a desert, and you cannot 
stay in your traditional rice delta if it is un-
der one meter of water.” 

Those who cross borders in the con-
text of disasters need protection, but they 
often do not get any. The situation of 
people who flee from the impacts of slow-
onset events and climate change is par
ticularly difficult. Their needs are not as 
obvious as those of people displaced by 
sudden-onset events. Moreover, when per-
sons are forced to cross a border in sudden 
or slow-onset contexts, they will not be 
considered as refugees under international 
law, in most cases, so they have no right to 
be admitted and stay in a foreign country. 

The Nansen Initiative

To address the gaps, the Nansen Initative 
was launched in 2012. Its result was the 
Nansen Initiative Protection Agenda, 
which was endorsed by 109 governments 
in October 2015 (see box, p. 27). To follow 
up, the Platform on Disaster Displacement 
(PDD) was established in 2016 under Ger-
man leadership. This multi-stakeholder 
forum is cooperating with various interna-
tional partners, including the IOM, the UN 
Refugee Agency (UNHCR), as well as lead-
ing universities. The Platform is based in 
Geneva and has four strategic priorities: 

●● address knowledge and data gaps,

●● enhance the use of effective practices 
at the national, regional and international 
levels,

●● promote policy coherence and 
●● promote policy and normative devel-

opment in gap areas.
Indeed, knowledge and data gaps per-

sist. In particular they relate to:
●● cross-border movements, 
●● human mobility in slow-onset hazard 

contexts, 
●● future displacement risks and
●● sustainable solutions for disaster dis-

placed persons.
To address the gaps, the Platform is 

proposing measures to compile existing 
data, consolidate information and generate 
new knowledge. Thorough assessments de-
pend on the availability of long-term data 
which must be disaggregated by age, gen-
der, diversity and location. 

In cooperation with the Office of the 
UN High Commissioner for Human Rights 
(OHCHR), the Platform is preparing a study 
concerning human-rights based approaches. 
Special attention is being paid to slow-onset 
events that lead people to cross borders.   

Even though international law is 
largely silent on whether countries must 
admit disaster-displaced foreigners, more 

Resilience matters: Lima, the capital of Peru, was hit by unusual rains in March.

http://disasterdisplacement.org/


D+C  e-Paper  April 2017 27

VULNERABLE COASTS

P
h o

to
: x

xx

than 50 countries have decided not to return 
people in such circumstance. The Platform 
is promoting a pragmatic approach, rather 
than calling for a new, legally binding inter-
national convention. Nations and regional 
organisation are encouraged to integrate ef-
fective practices identifi ed in the Protection 
Agenda into their own policies. 

Delegations from North and Central-
American countries agreed on common 
guidelines for the admission and stay of 

cross-border disaster-displaced persons at 
the XXI Regional Conference on Migration 
(RCM) in Honduras in November 2016. The 
Platform seeks to facilitate similar processes 
in other world regions.

The Platform on Disaster Displacement is 

a state-led initiative for sharing experience 

and drafting policies. It is based in Geneva. 

This essay was written by members of its 

Coordination Unit. 

http://disasterdisplacement.org/ 

Twitter: @DDisplacement 

LINK

Germanwatch, 2017: Global Climate 

Index 2017 – Who suffers most from 

extreme weather events? Weather-related 

loss events in 2015 and 1996 to 2015.

https://germanwatch.org/en/

download/16411.pdf

The Nansen Initiative’s 
Protection Agenda

Norway and Switzerland 
teamed up with other countries 
to launch the Nansen Initiative 
in 2012. The idea was to reach 
consensus concerning how to 
better address the needs of peo-
ple who are displaced by disas-
ters. The Initiative’s Protection 
Agenda was endorsed by 109 
States and published in 2015.

The Nansen Initiative was 
the predecessor of the Platform 
on Disaster Displacement (see 
main article). Its Protection 
Agenda (2015) spells out the fol-
lowing priorities:  

 ● Reducing vulnerability to 

displacement risks and build-

ing resilience: resilience deter-
mines whether individuals, 
families, communities and 
even countries can withstand 
the impacts of disasters and 
climate change. Resilience de-
pends on things like good in-
frastructure and sensible cli-
mate-adaptation measures. 
Other issues matter too. For ex-
ample, land reforms can make a 
diff erence too by ensuring that 
more people are entitled to the 
land on which their livelihoods 
depend. People who own prop-
erty are more resilient than 
those who do not. 

 ● Migration with dignity: 

living conditions can deterio-
rate so badly that people are 
forced to seek new opportu-
nities away from their home 
area – either in their own 
country or abroad. Managed 
properly, migration can con-
tribute to coping with environ-
mental hazards and bring eco-
nomic benefi ts to all parties 
concerned. Displaced people, 
however, must be protected 
from exploitation, violence, 
human traffi  cking and sexual 
abuse. Measures to facilitate 
migration with dignity include 
reviewing existing migration 
agreements. National pro-
grammes, schemes for season-
al workers and skills training 
make sense. Permanent mi-
gration may be necessary from 
low-lying areas as small island 
states and other countries are 
likely to suff er substantial loss 
of territory.

 ● Planned relocation: pol-
icies that make people move 
from one place to another have 
historically not been very suc-
cessful, and they do not have a 
good reputation internation-
ally. All too often, relocation 
has meant the loss of liveli-

hoods and property, the sever-
ing of cultural ties and the 
abuse of human rights. If how-
ever, areas are exposed to 
growing disaster risks, it may 
make sense to evacuate people 
permanently. In a joint proj-
ect, the UN Refugee Agency, 
Georgetown University and 
the Brookings Institution 
(2015) have spelled out how to 
handle the matter appropri-
ately. The people concerned 
should be actively involved in 
decision-making, for example. 
It is essential to ensure ade-
quate opportunities, including 
basic services and housing in 
the new location. Psychologi-
cal and cultural issues should 
be taken into account, more-
over. 

 ● Assisting internally dis-

placed persons and cross- 

border disaster-displaced per-

sons: most disaster-aff ected 
people stay in their home 
countries, so the protection of 
internally displaced persons 
(IDPs) is particularly impor-
tant. Disaster preparedness is 
essential, so risks must be as-
sessed early on. Emergency 
measures must be planned 
 before disasters strike, and 
long-term solutions must be 
considered. Cross-border dis-
aster-displacement could often 
be avoided if IDPs received ad-
equate assistance in their home 
countries, and international 

support might help in such cas-
es. It will not be possible, how-
ever, to reduce all risks and pre-
vent people from fl eeing across 
borders  entirely. International 
law does not  explicitly address 
whether countries must admit 
disaster- displaced foreigners. 
Governments have been re-
sponding to this challenge in 
diff erent ways. It is essential, 
however, to clarify the rights 
and duties of disaster-dis-
placed persons for the duration 
of their stay, taking into ac-
count the capacity of host com-
munities. Long-term solutions 
must be found, more over, so 
disaster-displaced persons are 
not forced to move again and 
on to other countries.

 Sabine Balk
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Saving the Mekong Delta

Climate change has a dramatic impact on the 
Mekong Delta, the “rice bowl of Vietnam”. 
Official studies suggest that by the year 
2100, up to 39 % of the region could be inun-
dated by the ocean, which would have seri-
ous consequences not only for its 17 million 
inhabitants. The Mekong Delta produces rice 
for 245 million people worldwide and thus 
plays a vital role in ensuring global food 
security. 

By Severin Peters and Christian Henckes

The effects of climate change can best be 
seen on the coast, which is affected by the 
rising sea level, storms and tidal waves. Un-
protected parts of the coastline are breaking 
away. Up to 50 meters a year are lost to the 
sea in some places. Houses are being flood-
ed and fertile land is becoming salinated. 
Many people’s livelihoods are at risk.

In order to stop these trends, Germany 
and Australia have been supporting an inte-
grated coastal management programme in 
Vietnam since 2011. The programme, which 
is being implemented by GIZ on behalf of 
Germany’s Federal Ministry for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (BMZ) and 
Australia’s Department of Foreign Affairs 

and Trade (DFAT), focuses on the restora-
tion of the original mangrove forests as well 
as on sustainable rice cultivation, shrimp 
farming and better management of the 
many water channels that criss-cross the re-
gion. Furthermore, Vietnamese authorities 
are also receiving support for jointly draft-
ing regional strategies for the future that 
transcend provincial borders. Such strate-
gies will help to protect the coast from the 
impacts of climate change.

One of the greatest problems in coastal 
areas is erosion. It is causing more and more 
land to disappear, with the ocean encroach-
ing further and further into the interior. In 
many places, houses now stand directly on 
the waterfront even though they were still 
hundreds of meters away from the shore 
only a few years ago. One reason is that the 
mangrove forests, which grow on an inter-
mediary area between the ocean and dry 
land, are disappearing along with the coast-
line. The forests are an ideal buffer for ab-
sorbing the impact of storms and floods.

Stopping erosion

The coastal management programme has 
found a solution to erosion: based on com-

plex measurements of the currents, a sim-
ple breakwater fence made of bamboo was 
developed. Set up properly in the ocean, it 
absorbs the power of the waves. Moreover, 
the fence collects the sand and mud parti-
cles that would be washed away by the wa-
ter, thus creating new mudflats where man-
groves and other plants can grow. The fences 
do not only stop erosion, but actually allow 
the coastline to be further extended into the 
sea by up to 180 meters in some places. 

But as effective as the breakwater 
fences are, they represent only one of many 
contributions needed to protect the Mekong 
Delta’s 720 kilometres of coastline from the 
impacts of climate change. The programme 
has drafted a digital map of the entire coast 
in order to precisely identify what coastal 
protection measures are needed where. The 
measures range from bamboo breakwaters 
to new mangrove forests to massive walls of 
concrete in some particularly endangered 
areas. Such walls may not look beautiful, 
but they effectively absorb the impact of the 
waves.

Coastal protection measures cannot 
solve all the problems the Mekong Delta is 
facing, however. Many issues are at stake. 
The Mekong Delta is one of the most pro-
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ductive agricultural regions in Asia, but 
the farming sector is increasingly at risk 
as the rising sea level is pushing ever more 
salt water into the delta. At the same time, 
the river’s fresh water supply is becoming 
scarcer and less reliable – in part because of 
enormous dams in China and Lao (see D+C/
E+Z 2013/12, p. 474). 

In the spring of 2016, poor rains and 
lack of river water contributed to the worst 
drought the Mekong Delta has seen since 
weather records began 90 years ago – a 
shock for thousands of farmers, some of 
whom suffered severe crop failures (see 
D+C/E+Z e-Paper 2016/10, p. 44). On the 
upside, the drought indicated to politicians 
that they must draft a coherent strategy for 
the entire Mekong Delta. 

After all, the Delta, which is home to 
about 17 million people, is not a single ad-
ministrative unit. It is divided into 13 differ-
ent provinces, which often fail to coordinate 
plans and investments. Moreover, different 
national ministries are in charge of defining 
the region’s climate change response. 

A new edict by Vietnam’s prime min-
ister should help to improve regional coor-
dination in the Mekong Delta. In the future, 
all actors – in particular provinces, minis-
tries and international partners – will de-
velop shared strategies in order to ensure 
that available resources are used much more  
efficiently. 

Improving water management

The reform is especially important as it 
applies to agriculture and water manage-
ment. The Delta is crossed by thousands of 

channels that bring farmers the water they 
need: freshwater for rice and fruit farms and 
salt or brack water for shrimp farms. So far, 
however, there is no clear system for deter-
mining what products should be cultivated 
where and how the water system should be 
adapted accordingly. As a result, the dwin-
dling freshwater resources are often used 
inefficiently. 

A better approach is possible, as the 
irrigation system in the southern Mekong 
Delta proves. In this region, water manage-
ment was optimised in cooperation with lo-
cal authorities, which led to improvements 
in 14,000 kilometres of channels – that cor-
responds to the distance from Germany to 
Australia. The measures have benefited 1.2 
million people living in rural areas. 

Nevertheless, water supply is not the 
only issue that needs to be addressed if 
agriculture is to adapt to the changing cli-
mate and environment. The Mekong Delta 
is marked by a large number of very small 
farms, which often have only 0.5 to 2 hec-
tares. The advantage of this system is that 
many people can earn small but reliable 
incomes, while maintaining a high degree 
of autonomy. But the number of many in-
dependent farms that are no bigger than a 
football field makes it difficult to increase 
productivity and implement reliable stand-
ards. Accordingly, most of the products cul-
tivated in the Mekong Delta are of poor qual-
ity and only fetch low prices, so farmers do 
not earn much. 

One solution is to form farmer cooper-
atives. The GIZ supports this approach. Co-
operatives make it easier to provide farmers 
with training concerning better cultivation 

methods that will boost their incomes and 
also protect the environment. For example, 
rice farmers could apply the alternate wet-
ting and drying method, reducing water 
and pesticide consumption by 30 % and, at 
the same time, increasing incomes by up to 
40 %. 

Such approaches are now being in-
tegrated into the government’s “large rice 
field” programme, which encourages many 
small farmers to grow according to shared 
standards in order to ensure the quality of 
the product. Basically, they are supposed to 
act as if they were all farming one big rice 
field. 

These are steps in the right direction, 
but they need more support. Individual 
farmers and residents of coastal areas can 
do little to adapt to climate change on their 
own. If, however, an initiative is implement-
ed that involves many political actors as well 
as the local people, the hope is justified that 
the Mekong Delta will continue to supply 
food for hundreds of millions of people for 
decades to come. Right now, things are look-
ing good.

Severin Peters
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Valuable protection

The World Bank’s WAVE initia-
tive made proposals on assess-
ing the economic benefi ts pro-
vided by mangroves and coral 
reefs in a study it published in 
2016. It wants policymakers to 
appreciate the economic worth 
of fragile coastal ecosystems.  

Mangroves and coral 
reefs reduce erosion and soften 
the coastal impacts of extreme 
weather. This matters because 
climate change is making ex-
treme weather more likely and 
many coasts are densely popu-
lated. 

To what extent mangroves 
serve as shield against force-
ful waves and winds depends 
on several issues, including 
the depth of the water and the 
density of the vegetation. Man-
groves may actually withstand 
the force of tsunamis. Coral 
reefs have a similar eff ect as 
low-crested breakwaters. They 
have a protective function, for 
example, when cyclones cause 
waves to rise very high.  

In 2010, the World Bank 
launched a global partnership 
called WAVE (Wealth Account-
ing and Valuation of Ecosys-
tems Services). The idea was 
to ensure that natural capital 
is considered in development 
planning and is factored into 
national economic accounting. 
Many national statistical offi  ces 
are aware of mangroves attract-
ing tourists, but they tend to 
neglect services provided by 
ecosystems in regard to things 
such as coastal protection, fi sh-
eries enhancement and carbon 
storage.  

In regard to coastal pro-
tection, there are several ways 
to assess the economic value 
of ecosystem services. The 
WAVE experts endorse an ap-
proach called “Expected Dam-
age Function”, which insurance 
companies often apply too. This 
method takes account of every 
potential risk. It enables ex-
perts to compare the damages 
that accrue with and without 

a healthy natural habitat und 
the diff erence indicates what 
the ecosystem service is worth. 
According to the WAVE publica-
tion, this method makes more 
sense than the “Replacement 
Cost” approach, which is about 
estimating the value of man-
groves and reefs by assessing 
the costs of building artifi cial 
infrastructure. 

The WAVE authors argue 
that the better the benefi ts of 
eco system services are under-
stood, the better those systems 
tend to be protected. Their pub-
lication off ers the evidence of 
20 case studies. They show that 
green infrastructure thrives 
where the local people are aware 
of the matter and raise political 
demands accordingly. Scientifi c 
evidence can be another trigger 
to protect ecosystems. 

The authors recommend 
several things: 

 � Mangroves and coral reefs 
must no longer be considered 
unconventional coastal protec-
tion. Their usefulness has been 
thoroughly researched. 

 � Data gaps concerning the 
coastal protection relevance of 

mangroves and reefs should be 
closed. 

 � Pilot studies would help to 
incorporate coastal protection 
services into national economic 
accounting. 

 � In many places, the 
cheapest option for coastal pro-
tection is to protect and nurture 
ecosystems. 

 � Where such systems have 
been damaged, restauration 
should be considered. 

 � Guidelines for protect-
ing mangroves and reefs would 
be helpful, and so would inter-
national commitments to the 
cause. 

 � Developing countries 
should consider mangroves and 
reefs when drafting climate-ad-
aptation plans, and donor gov-
ernments should provide funds 
for related measures. 
 Linda Engel

LINK

WAVE, 2016: Managing coasts 

with natural solutions.

https://www.wavespartnership.

org/en/knowledge-center/

managing-coasts-natural-

solutions

Coral reefs serve as sub-surface breakwaters and thus contribute to protecting coasts of Comoro Islands in the Indian Ocean, for example. 
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Pivoting Philippines

Nations are entitled to controlling the waters 
before their coasts. According to the Chinese 
government, however, almost the entire 
South China Sea belongs to the People’s 
Republic. The leaders of South-East Asian 
countries have always disagreed, but the 
administration of Rodrigo Duterte, the Philip-
pine’s new president, is strangely ambivalent. 

By Alan C. Robles

Just a year ago, when Benigno “Noynoy” 
Aquino was still president, Philippine diplo-
macy was on a straight and steady course. 
Manila wanted an international tribunal to 
decide on China’s claim to control the entire 
South China Sea. The Aquino administra-
tion insisted on arbitration in the context of 
the UN Convention on the Law of the Seas  
(UNCLOS). The idea was to handle the dis-
pute in a multilateral context and build ties 
to the leaders of other nations who were con-
cerned about Beijing’s maritime encroach-
ments.

The policy was actually quite success-
ful. In July last year, a UNCLOS tribunal in 
The Hague ruled in favour of the Philip-
pines, though Beijing refused to accept its 
decision. The Communist regime  claims 
sovereignty over the entire area with a his-
torical map that uses a spurious “nine-dash 
line”. The line extends all the way down the 
coast of Vietnam to Malaysia and back north 
along the Philippines’ most eastern islands. 
The line is not defined precisely, but it clear-
ly infringes upon several countries’ exclu-
sive economic zones as defined by UNCLOS.

In the past, all governments con-
cerned rejected China’s territorial claims. 
Today, however, it has become uncertain 
where Manila is headed. Even though the 
Philippines won the arbitration case, the 
country’s new administration has suddenly 
set the decision aside, flung itself into Bei-
jing’s arms and basically left the allies it was 
courting standing open-mouthed.

The reason is the election of President 
Rodrigo Duterte, the bloodthirsty populist 
ex-mayor of Davao City (see essay by Alan C. 
Robles in D+C/E+Z e-Paper 2017/02, p. 24). 
During the campaign, he never clarified his 

position on the South China Sea dispute. In 
fact, he rambled like a drunkard: he vowed, 
for example, that he would ride a jet ski to 
contested rocks and plant a Philippine flag 
on them to defy China. 

After taking office, however, he swiftly 
set a new course for foreign policy. He re-
peatedly insulted the United States, called 
then president Barack Obama a “son of 
whore” and threatened to abrogate all se-
curity arrangements with the superpower. 
Then he went to Beijing and grovelled be-
fore the Communist leadership. Without 
ever mentioning the dispute over the South 
China Sea, he told his counterpart Xi Jin-
ping: “This is the springtime of our relation-
ship.” Duterte also said “it was time to say 
goodbye” to the USA and promised the Chi-
nese leadership: “I will be dependent on you 
for all time.” 

It was all music to his delighted hosts’ 
ears. After kowtowing before the emperor 
in a 21st century style, Duterte went home 
loaded with gifts: billions of dollars in loans, 
agreements concerning trade, investments 

and security, promises of infrastructure 
financing as well as a green light for plane-
loads of Chinese tourists and investors.

There are speculations concerning 
the reasons for this spectacular diplomatic 
turnaround. One is that Duterte hates the 
US because it once rejected his visa appli-
cation. Others are that China secretly sup-
ported his election campaign or is furtively 
providing medical care to the 71-year old ail-
ing president.

The most generous interpretation of 
the Philippine pivot is that Duterte is play-
ing the wily Filipino, hedging the country’s 
bets by pitting two powers against each oth-

Chinese coast guard confronting Filipino fishermen near Scarborough Shoal,  

which is historically claimed by both countries. 

South China  
Sea
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er. Despite Duterte’s rhetorical outbursts, 
he has not actually upset security arrange-
ments with Washington, nor has he moved 
to eject the five military bases the US cur-
rently maintains in the Philippines.

If this reading is correct, Duterte is 
playing a delicate game. To begin with, 
China has not budged one inch from its po-
sition, which is that it “indisputably” owns 
the entire South China Sea, as nebulously 
defined by its nine-dash line. Beijing has 
never clarified just how far the dashes are 
from the coast. It is obvious, nonetheless, 
that the line slices into the Philippines’ ex-
clusive economic zone and runs very close 
to the coastline of Luzon, the archipelago’s 
most important and most populous island. 

Military dimensions

The issue is of great geostrategic relevance. 
China has seized rocks and shoals in the 
sea and has begun building them as islands 
hosting full-blown military installations. 
According to the US military, the new bases 
could soon bristle with missiles, turning the 
world’s busiest sea-traffic lane into some-
thing resembling a Chinese lake. Accord-
ingly, the US Navy is paying close attention. 

Some Filipinos argue the Philippines 
would be unable to defend the territory 

against China anyway, so it is best to let 
the area go. They fail to see the difference 
between having territory grabbed and giv-
ing it away willingly. If Manila surrenders 
to China now, it will be very difficult to dis-
pute Chinese ownership of the South China 
Sea in the future. 

Moreover, the people who argue this 
appeasing way are probably unaware of 
how much is at stake. Alfred McCoy is a 
historian from the University of Wisconsin-
Madison, who specialises in the Philip-
pines. He tells people to “look at the map”, 
pointing out that the Philippines’ exclusive 
economic zone in the South China Sea is 
equivalent “to about a third of the country’s 
existing sovereign territory”. He adds that 
this is the planet’s “richest fishing ground”, 
which will provide protein to future gen-
erations. 

McCoy says that if Manila  were to 
simply give up the fishing grounds, as well 
as the hydrocarbons beneath the surface, 
the Philippines’ economic growth would 
suffer. In the scholar’s eyes, Duterte is play-
ing a “dangerous game” in placating China, 
because Filipino nationalists might become 
concerned about what the country might 
be surrendering. The legal UNCLOS victory 
was important, McCoy argues, but the new 
president  has “virtually abrogated that”. 

While Duterte’s foreign policy pivot 
represents a drastic – and probably long-
needed – change in its largely subservient 
relationship to the US, Manila is finding 
out that its new best friend can also be testy 
and demanding.

In late February, Perfecto Yasay, Du-
terte’s foreign secretary, told reporters: “We 
vehemently object to China’s claim pertain-
ing to the nine-dash line.” He added: “If China 
will attack us, we can only defend ourselves 
and make sure that our sovereign rights are 
recognised as we assert them.” Yasay also said 
that ASEAN was concerned about China’s 
militarisation of its artificial islands. 

The backlash was immediate. Bei-
jing cancelled a scheduled trip of China’s 
commerce minister to Manila. He was 
supposed to sign contracts for 40 projects 
worth billions of dollars. A spokesman for 
China’s foreign ministry called Yasay’s 
words “baffling and regrettable.” Duterte 
stepped in with a statement according to 
which his foreign minister had been “mis-
understood”. The Senate later forced Yasay 

to resign because of awkward questions of 
citizenship. In the meantime, it has turned 
out that Duterte gave China the go-ahead 
to explore the Benham Rise, a resource rich 
area off the Philippines’ Pacific coast. He did 
not inform anyone else in the government.    

Longer than the constitution allows

China is certainly happy with its man in 
Manila. In February, Zhao Jianhua, the Chi-
nese ambassador to the Philippines, openly 
called for Duterte to be granted emergency 
powers – ostensibly to solve infrastructure 
problems such as traffic. He said the Chi-
nese were afraid of “taking up projects that 
go beyond the presidential term” – a hint  
that China would like to see Duterte lead 
the country longer than the constitution-
ally mandated single six-year term. Politi-
cal observes in Manila, however, know that 
Duterte himself is quite keen on emergency 
powers and would like to become a dictator 
without constitutional constraints. 

Duterte’s close embrace of Beijing also 
runs against the inclination of Filipinos 
in general and the military in particular. 
The country’s armed forces are organised, 
trained and equipped along US lines, and 
many officers were trained in the USA.

Finally, complicating matters is the 
election of Donald Trump, a leader who 
seems similarly unbalanced and unstable 
as Duterte. The US president’s promise to 
build up the military, and his perception of 
China as a threat, is likely to intensify ten-
sions concerning the South China Sea. The 
Philippines would be a frontline state in any 
potential conflict. So far, Duterte seems to 
be getting along with Trump, but his pro-
Beijing policy may yet run into opposition 
from Washington. 

For decades, Filipinos have happily led 
insular lives away from the geopolitics of the 
Asian mainland. Now they have awakened 
to find that, in a simmering confrontation 
between China and the US, the Philippines 
is of crucial relevance. They are discovering, 
in short, that as Napoleon is supposed to 
have said, “geography is destiny”.

Alan C. Robles

is a freelance journalist  

who lives in Manila.
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Trade needs ports

The lack of access to the sea is a major hin-
drance to development. Developing coun-
tries which struggle with an array of struc-
tural problems are particularly affected. 
However, being centrally positioned within 
a continent presents several opportunities 
too. Rwanda, for example, is to become 
a regional infrastructure and service hub in 
spite of being landlocked. 

By Kacana Sipangule

In 2015, a third of the countries that were 
ranked by the Human Development Index 
as having low human development were 
landlocked. These were the countries with 
the lowest life expectancies, education 
levels and per-capita income. On average, 
moreover, the economies of landlocked 
countries grow slower than those of coun-
tries with access to the sea. Mackellar et 
al. (2000) argue that being landlocked re-
duces a country’s average growth by 1.5 % 
annually.

Landlocked developing countries thus 
pay a high price for not having a sea port of 
their own. Their trade depends on ports of 
other countries. The worse transport links 

are, the higher the transaction costs rise. 
Moreover, many transit countries impose 
fees and road tolls that raise costs even fur-
ther (Snow et al., 2003). 

Poor infrastructure causes delays, and 
delays at borders are another major con-
cern. Customs procedures, tax procedures 
and other bureaucratic procedures cause 
75 % of all delays (Djankov et al., 2010). 
Such delays especially affect the trade of 
time-sensitive perishable goods such as 
agricultural products. On average, it takes 
landlocked developing countries 42 days to 
import and 37 days to export goods. Coastal 
developing countries need only half of the 
time (Torres, 2014).

Since landlocked countries highly de-
pend on their neighbouring countries for 
transit, it is vital that the latter are politi-
cally stable and reasonably administrated. 
In case of conflict or instability, alternative 
routes to the sea must be found. That can 
be very costly, particularly if new railway or 
road infrastructure must be built. 

A prominent example is the construc-
tion of the Tanzania Zambia Railway line 
(TAZARA). It was built because Southern 
Rhodesia, which has since become Zimba-

bwe, closed its borders in the mid-1960s. 
The aim was to cut Zambia’s access to South 
African ports in retaliation for its support 
of the liberation movement. Malawi, on the 
other hand, was forced to reroute its freight 
from the Mozambican ports of Beira and 
Nacala to Durban in South Africa and Dar es 
Salaam in Tanzania during the Mozambican 
civil war (Snow et al., 2003).

The high costs of trade are reflected in 
food prices, so the cost of living tends to be 
higher in landlocked developing countries. 
Moreover, these countries are especially 
vulnerable to global price volatility. During 
the recent global fuel crisis, fuel prices in 
oil importing landlocked countries such as 
Zambia rose by nearly 50 %.

Overcoming the challenges

In spite of the prevailing challenges land-
locked developing countries face, their in-
land location presents several opportuni-
ties too. They can become regional hubs for 
manufacturing, infrastructure and service 
provision. One country that has taken advan-
tage of its central position to attract foreign 
investments is Rwanda. Having made great 

East Africa’s largest port 

Mombasa in Kenya serves as an 
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entire region, including the 
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strides in overcoming the eff ects of the 1994 
genocide, Rwanda has quickly become one of 
Africa’s fastest growing economies. The gov-
ernment wants it to become an infrastructur-
al and service hub for Eastern and Southern 
Africa. It has attracted several investors who 
have – or will – set up assembly plants for 
cars (Volkswagen), computers (Positivo) and 
mobile phones (A-Link Technologies).

To reduce the dependency on tran-
sit countries, air freight can be an option. 
Botswana’s main export good is diamonds 
for instance. Diamond trade is dependent on 
air transportation, not ships, trains or motor 
vehicles. Botswana is one of sub-Saharan 
Africa’s most prosperous countries. That its 
governance is good has certainly helped. 

To facilitate trade, bureaucratic re-
strictions should be eased, so that business 

costs can go down. Regional economic as-
sociations such as the Common Market for 
Eastern and Southern Africa (COMESA) 
have taken measures to reduce transit de-
lays and administrative hurdles. However, a 
lot remains to be done even after the adop-
tion of the COMESA Protocol on Transit 
Trade and Transit Facilities. 
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New islands for the rich

Though the sea level is set to rise, Lagos is 
growing out into the Atlantic Ocean. Urban 
growth means that land is becoming ever 
more valuable. Recent years have been 
marked by a scramble for coastal plots, so 
poor communities have been evicted from 
their homes. To provide space for fancy liv-
ing, moreover, land is being reclaimed from 
the sea and a lagoon.

By Olamide Udoma-Ejorh

In many agglomerations around the world, 
land on river banks and sea shores was his-
torically left to the poor. These plots were 
at risk of flooding, after all, and they were 
useful for all sorts of businesses, since the 
waterways were used for boat and ship 
traffic. In more recent times, the interest 
in coastal land has been growing. These ar-
eas’ appeal is growing due to less business 
being done there, less traffic on the water 
and the ever growing demand for land. 

Since the turn of the millennium, the 
interest in coastal land has increased dra-
matically in Lagos, Nigeria’s commercial 
hub. Many beach houses and beach resorts 
have come up. The most beautiful beaches 
are reserved for the super-rich. Some pri-
vate beaches charge visitors fees. They are 
regularly frequented, and the fees vary  
according to the quality of the beach and 
the clientele that goes there. Waterfront 
houses and estates are fenced off. 

Throughout the city’s history, poor 
people have been evicted so their land 
could serve more powerful interests. In 
recent years, poor communities and infor-
mal settlements have been affected along 
the coast and lagoon shoreline. To make 
space for new developments, communi-
ties were forced to leave. Their homes were 
demolished, and their human rights were 
violated. 

On 9 October 2016, Akinwunmi Am-
bode, the governor of Lagos State, issued a 
notice according to which some waterfront 
communities would have to leave within 
seven days. He argued that security had to 
improve in view of kidnappings. Few peo-
ple doubted that the real issue was land, 

not security. The regional High Court soon 
issued an injunction against the notice. 

Nonetheless, some 30,000 people 
lost their homes in Otodo Gbame a few 
weeks later. Fire was set to some homes 
and, after some confusion and clashes, the 
police and a demolition team tore down 
the informal settlement. The security forc-
es claimed that there had been ethnically 
motivated agitation, but they did not pro-
vide convincing evidence. Amnesty Inter-
national and UN experts have demanded 
that the state government investigate the 
events. Human-rights activists point out 
that people have a right to a safe home. Re-
cently, Otodo Gbame has come under at-
tack again, rendering 4,700 homeless. 

Experience shows, moreover, that 
forced eviction is no solution. The people 
concerned have no choice but to occupy 
other parcels of land. It would make sense 
to cooperate with the communities and de-

velop liveable spaces. That could happen 
either where they are or in other parts of 
the city. 

Great ambitions

A long-term strategy has to take local peo-
ple’s needs into account. So far, they tend 
to be neglected. At the same time, some 
ambitious projects are underway that will 
mostly benefit the better-off. New land is 
being reclaimed from the Atlantic and from 
Lagos Lagoon. This has become something 
of a tradition in Lagos. The first major pro-
jects were Dolphin Estate, which was final-
ised in 1990, and Banana Island, which was 
completed nine years later. Both are in the 
Lagoon and now serve as exclusive neigh-
bourhoods for prosperous people.  

Currently, Victoria Island is being ex-
tended into the Atlantic, and a new neigh-
bourhood called Eko Atlantic City is being 

Many poor people’s homes were demolished in Otodo Gbame. 
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built there. Victoria Island is actually no 
longer an island, but has long become part 
of Lekki, the long peninsula that separates 
Lagos Lagoon from the Ocean.

Eko Atlantic City is a controversial 
project. The authorities want it to be-
come Africa’s fi rst eco-friendly, smart city. 
According to the plans, it will be conclud-
ed by the end of 2017. The government of 
Lagos State promises it will provide new 
homes and improve the living conditions 
for the growing population of Lagos. More-

over, it is supposed to protect Victoria Is-
land from storm surges. Journalists, how-
ever, have written that Eko Atlantic City 
“heralds climate apartheid” and is set to 
become “a utopian city for elites only”.

A deep irony of the matter is that no 
environmental impact assessment (EIA) 
was presented before work on the project 
started. Experts have noticed that erosion 
and fl ooding have been getting worse along 
other parts of the urban coast since dredg-
ing and landfi lling began. Critics had point-
ed out early on that proceeding without an 
EIA was irresponsible. Changing coastlines 
have impacts on aquatic life, moreover, 
aff ecting both animals and plants.

In the Lagoon, three new islands are 
currently being built. The projects were an-
nounced in 2016 by the state government 
and seem to be progressing well. Of course, 
the water is much calmer in the Lagoon. 

It is striking, however, that the ex-
pensive developments on all the newly re-
claimed sites will only be aff ordable to at 
most 20 % of the people. In each case, poor 
coastal neighbourhoods were destroyed. 
The state government claims it intends to 
improve life for the entire population of 
Lagos, but the real-estate developers’ web-

sites do not mention social or environmen-
tal concerns. 

Urban planners should take cli-
mate change into account moreover. The 
agglomeration is just starting to grapple 
with it. The coastal areas are exposed to 
fl ooding, erosion and storm surges. For 
protecting the Atlantic coast, groynes have 
so far been the preferred option. Groynes 
are walls that are built out into the sea. 
They break the force of the waves and thus 
stem erosion. Last year, 36 billion Nigeri-
an Naira (the equivalent of € 110 million) 
were earmarked to build 18 groynes along 
7.5 kilometres of the coast of Lekki. 

It remains to be seen whether the 
newly reclaimed land will prove viable 
in the long run. The problem is planners 
are expanding Lagos out into the sea and 
lagoon precisely at a time when we know 
that the sea level is rising.
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Coastal location

Many big agglomerations are 
located on coasts. Lagos is an 
example. The city’s history is 
closely tied to the water. 

Lagos means “lakes” 
in Portuguese. What is now 
a megacity, was once a col-
lection of settlements on the 
shores of – and islands in – the 
huge Lagos Lagoon, which is 
about 50 kilometres long. The 
city emerged where the lagoon 
meets the Atlantic Ocean. It 
has since expanded further 

north and further west into 
areas now known as the “main-
land”. 

Lagos Lagoon was a nat-
ural harbour, and sea-borne 
trade made the city important. 
For a long time, the lagoon was 
the main port in West Africa. 
By the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury, the Àpápá port was built 
in addition. In 1997, a second 
port was fi nalised: Tin Can Is-
land Port. Today, Lagos is the 
commercial centre of Nigeria. 

Its ports handle 80 % of Nige-
ria’s imports and 60 % of the 
exports.

In earlier times, Lagos’ 
many water bodies served as 
important transport routes. To-
day, however, bridges connect 
the islands to the mainland, and 
road traffi  c has become more 
important. Many small water 
bodies have been fi lled in and 
become urban land. There still 
is a vast system of creeks and 
canals, however, they are regu-
larly used for dumping waste. A 
number of industries exist along 
former waterways, and many of 
them illegally discharge chemi-

cal waste. The megacity’s six 
drainage systems, moreover, 
drain into the Lagoon, causing 
pollution and adverse eff ects to 
the environment.  

According to recent re-
search, the water bodies in La-
gos contain various pollutants, 
including metals, detergents 
as well as human and animal 
excreta. The dirty water con-
taminates the environment in 
general, aff ects the food chain 
and spreads diseases. The sad 
truth is that the historical affi  n-
ity Lagos has to water does not 
translate into environmental 
awareness today.

nigeria

 lagos
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Fish species are disappearing

An observer looking down from space 
would probably believe that an invasion of 
Africa is being prepared in the Gulf of 
Guinea. The waters are full of ships. What  
is going on, however, is not a military exer-
cise, but a destructive race for resources. 
Two sectors are involved: some high-tech 
vessels serve the oil industry and its 
offshore rigs, while giant trawlers and 
masses of small artisanal boats are 
involved in fishing.

By Nnimmo Bassey

Both industries depend on resources – fos-
sil resources and biological resources re-
spectively. The oil companies have a habit 
of naming some of their offshore fields after 
fish species. For example, Shell operates the 
Bonga Field. Bonga is a regional fish. Other-
wise, the two industries do not have much 
in common. 

As the saying goes, however, the grass 
suffers when two elephants fight. Indeed, 
the multinational giants that are involved 
in the two industries before the West Afri-
can coast care little for the natural environ-

ment. Oil corporations and industrial-scale 
fishing companies are causing serious dam-
age. 

The big fish trawlers are mostly from 
Asia and Europe, and they are depleting 
West African fish stocks. Some of their busi-
ness is actually illegal, but it normally goes 
unpunished. The price of fish is going up, 
not least because ever more fish is bought 
by processing plants in Senegal and Maure-
tania, for example, where fish is turned into 
animal feed that is sold to industry-scale 
farms in the supposedly “advanced” nations 
of Asia and Europe. In the past, trawlers 
from Japan and the EU mattered most, but 
more recently Chinese and Russian ships 
have become relevant too. 

Millions of West Africans are em-
ployed in fishing. According to the UN Food 
and Agriculture Organisation (FAO, 2014), 
marine artisanal fishing is a major contribu-
tor to gross domestic product in Ghana, 
Mauritania, São Tomé and Príncipe, Sene-
gal, Sierra Leone, Togo and other countries. 

Most people in the region depend on 
fish and marine foods for their protein con-
sumption. Accordingly, the coastal fisheries 
do not matter only to the fishing communi-
ties. People’s food supply is at stake. The In-
ternational Union for Nature Conservation 
(IUCN, 2017) warns: “Marine resources form 
the foundation for food security and liveli-
hoods for the nearly 400 million people in 
western and central African countries with 
a marine coastline.”

Some fish species are disappearing 
from West African waters. According to the 
IUCN, threatened species include the Ma-
deiran sardine (Sardinella maderensis) and 
the cassava croaker (Pseudotolithus sen-
egalensis). Illegal fishing and overfishing 
imperil national and regional management 
efforts, the authors warn, and in many coun-
tries illegal catches are said to represent 
over 40 % of the reported legal catch. Not 
all illegal fishing is done by foreign trawlers, 
but without them, the situation would be 
much better.

The fish resources must be managed 
competently. So far, this is not happening. 

Artisanal fishing 

boats in Dakar, 

Senegal. P
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Unfortunately, moreover, fossil-fuel ex-
traction is making matters worse. 

Impacts of fossil fuel extraction

One reason is that oil rigs are treated as se-
curity zones. They are off limits to fishing 
boats, even though their bright lights at-
tract fish. Indeed, the installations of the oil 
industries normally become hubs of marine 
life. Complex FPSOs – high-tech floating 
production, storage and offloading vessels – 
do so too. In other world regions, fisher folk 
are allowed to work in the areas concerned. 
In West Africa, they are not. 

On the other hand, the fossil-fuel 
sector harms ecosystem. Oil spills have a 
devastating impact on fisheries, not only 
along the shore, but in estuaries and further 
upstream as well. Environmental destruc-
tion affects mangrove forests and coral 
reefs, which both are important spawning 
grounds and habitats of marine life. In-
creased ship traffic, moreover, means more 
pollution, and ever more vessels are going 
up the rivers. 

Nigeria has a long history of horren-
dous oil spills. In 2011, Shell spilled 40,000 
barrels of crude oil from its Bonga platform. 
In the same year, Chevron’s gas rig blew up 
and the fire raged for one month. In 1998, 
Mobil spilled 40,000 barrels from its Idoho 
platform. The greatest disaster was caused 
by Shell in 1979, when Forcados, an offshore 
terminal, lost 570,000 barrels. 

The governments of other countries, 
where the oil industry is beginning to op-
erate, promise they will avoid the kind of  
accidents that have haunted the Niger Del-
ta. That is easier said than done, however. 
The case of Ghana is certainly not encourag-
ing. This country recorded three offshore oil 
spills before the first shipment of crude was 
even made. So far, there are no definitive 
studies that would document the full impact 
of oil spills on West African fisheries. How-
ever, we know that, almost three decades 
after the Exxon Valdez oil spill, the Alaskan 
fisheries have still not fully recovered. 

The oil corporations deny that seis-
mic petroleum exploration has impacts 
on marine ecosystems. Environmentalists 
have noted, however, that such activities 
do cause damage. For example, incidents of 
dead whales washing onto Ghanaian shores 
have been linked to them. 

It matters, moreover, that the oil sec-
tor is not labour-intensive so it does not em-
ploy masses of people. The reasons are that 
oil production is highly automated and the 
processing of the commodity is not done in 

Africa, but in other continents. As a conse-
quence, the oil business only benefits rather 
few African people. 

African policymakers tend to be excit-
ed about the money oil exploitation can gen-
erate, but they mostly show little concern 
for the needs of poor rural people, including 
artisanal fishing communities. This attitude 
is unhealthy. The economic interests of rich 
nations are compounding the problems. The 
truth is that rural people deserve attention 
– and their livelihoods must be promoted, 
not endangered. African governments must 
ensure that development serves all of their 
people. And they must protect their nations’ 
natural environment form uncontrolled in-
ternational exploitation.
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gulf of guinea

Shell-owned FPSO (floating production, storage and offloading vessel) in Nigerian waters in 2011. P
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Fishermen versus oil giant

Seven years ago, the Deepwater Horizon 
drilling rig caught fire and sank in the Gulf of 
Mexico. It was run by BP, the British multina-
tional oil and gas company. The accident 
claimed the lives of eleven crewmen and 
unleashed one of the biggest environmental 
disasters of all time. Mexican fishermen and 
other local residents are still fighting today to 
be compensated for the economic losses 
they sustained. Mexico’s national govern-
ment has other priorities than to support 
their legal fight. 

By Virginia Mercado and Luis A. Soto

Along the US coast that was affected by the 
oil spill, millions have been spent on com-
pensations and an extensive clean-up. But 
ecosystems do not stop at national borders. 
Ocean currents carried the pollution to oth-
er areas, notably Mexico, where the impacts 
have not been investigated properly.  

In the years after the disaster, which 
according to one scientific study spilled up 
to 2 million barrels of oil (around 320 million 
litres) into the ocean, Mexican fishermen 
noted a dramatic decline in marine stocks. 
Some species have not recovered so far. 
Shrimp, crabs and food fish – which form 
the economic backbone of the region – are 
affected. The Mexican states that have sus-
tained the biggest losses are Campeche, 
Tabasco, Tamaulipas and Veracruz. Howev-
er, Mexico’s national media do not pay much 
attention to this issue.  

The government of then President Fe-
lipe Calderón ignored scientists’ reports of 
signs of environmental damage. Nor was ap-
propriate legal action taken. It may have 
played a role that other deep-water oil fields 
had recently been discovered and the gov-
ernment wanted multinational corpora-
tions to bid for drilling rights in an auction. 
Previously, only PEMEX, the state-owned 
petroleum company, had exploited Mexican 
oil resources. 

In view of the national government’s 
initial lack of action, the state governments 
of Tamaulipas, Veracruz and Quintana Roo 
sued BP in a US court for the losses sus-
tained. However, the case was dismissed in 

2015 on the grounds that the areas affected 
were the responsibility of the Mexican gov-
ernment. The latter, for its part, had filed a 
law suit in 2013, and that case is still ongo-
ing. In the meantime, the fishermen have 
also organised and taken BP to court. The 
key question is whether they can prove that 
the losses they suffered are a result of oil 
spill the multinational caused. 

In this context, the work of Mexican 
scientists will be relevant. The fishermen’s 
case is based on their findings. One of us is 
an  oceanographer at the National Autono-
mous University of Mexico (UNAM) and 
heads a research group that has investigated 
the impacts of two major oil catastrophes in 
the Gulf of Mexico. The first was an accident 
at the Ixtoc exploratory oil well drilled by 
PEMEX in 1979, and its impacts are still evi-
dent in the region’s ecosystems and beyond. 
The second was the BP Deepwater Horizon 
rig disaster in 2010. 

Initial research was done in the sum-
mer of 2010, three months after the oil leak 

started, when the slick had not yet reached 
the Mexican coast. More surveys were done 
in the winters of the following two years. In 
winter, the ocean currents run south, so pol-
lution is likely to be carried from the north 
to greater depths or even reaching the 
coasts. In the winter of 2012, the micro
organisms that live in ocean sediment were 
assessed. Marked changes in terms of hy-
drocarbon presence were evident, and they 
could be connected with oil pollution. 

Despite the scientific findings,  BP de-
nies that the changes observed on the Mexi-
can coast are due to the Deepwater Horizon 
oil spill. If Mexican authorities spent more 
money on research in coastal regions, it 
would be easier to clarify matters. The lack 
of support stands in stark contrast to the 
massive resources that BP is mobilising for 
its legal defence. 

In Mexico, critical voices now loudly 
demand to stop focusing exclusively on oil 
production to safeguard energy supply. For 
environmental reasons, they want renewa-

In 2010, the BP drilling rig Deepwater Horizon caught fire in the Gulf of Mexico, unleashing 

one of the biggest environmental catastrophes of all time. 
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bles to get a greater share in the country’s 
energy mix. Production methods have hard-
ly improved since the oil spill seven years 
ago, so ecosystems are still under constant 
threat. 

Nearly fi ve years after the Deepwater 
Horizon accident, an explosion occurred on 
a PEMEX drilling rig in the Sonda de Campe-
che. Four people died, several more were in-
jured. Even though there was no oil leakage, 
the incident showed that there is a perma-
nent risk. 

In December 2016, the winning bids 
were announced in the auction for deep-sea 
drilling rights in Mexican waters. Two oil 
fi elds were awarded to a consortium com-
prised of Norway’s Statoil, French-based To-

tal and BP – even though the company has 
still accepted no responsibility for the dam-
age done along Mexico’s coasts. 
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