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Working together creatively for sustainable development in Africa

Excellencies, President Van Luijk, ladies and gentlemen,

Not long ago a Dutch newspaper filled its front page with an article headlined: 'Life expectancy: Andorra 83, Swaziland 29'.

The article made clear the tragic differences between one of the richest countries in Western Europe and one of the poorest countries in Africa.

80,000 people live in Andorra. 80,000 orphans live in Swaziland.

Andorra has one of the lowest infant mortality rates in the world. Swaziland has the highest. Andorra is a paradise for tourists with a lot of money to spend. In Swaziland people are struggling to survive. Now more than ever. The World Food Programme says that almost half the population of Swaziland needs food aid, because a long dry spell and high temperatures have led to the lowest harvest on record.

The African continent has many big problems. Problems that cry out for solutions. So I'm glad that Delft University of Technology decided to focus this anniversary symposium on solutions for Africa. Sustainable solutions, because there is no future for any other kind.

I would like to congratulate Delft University of Technology on its one hundred and sixty-fifth anniversary. This institution is bursting with dynamism and creativity. You want to excel - and you are excelling. Take the Nuna4 team, which has now won the World Solar Challenge in Australia for the fourth time. And Sanne Kistemaker, whose 'Piece of Family' communication tool for the elderly won the Design for All Award at the 2007 Dutch Design Prizes. Both are achievements by Delft students that deserve high praise.

I would like to begin today by saying something about the factors that play a role in sustainable development. Then I will talk about the importance of creativity and cooperation for finding sustainable solutions. I will conclude with some comments on the development of Africa and Africa's future.

Sustainable versus non-sustainable 

Often sustainable solutions are not very far away from non-sustainable solutions. Let me give an example.

In the nineteen-seventies and eighties, the Netherlands had a close development partnership with Indonesia. Engineers from Delft built various types of water purification plants in rural areas of West Java. But the plants didn't work well. Why not?

The aluminium sulphate needed for purification was worth a lot of money in the local market. So instead of using it for purification, plant operators would sell it to the villagers.

So you could say: "It's the economy, stupid." 

What's more, the plants could not be kept running twenty-four hours a day. No one wanted to be there overnight, because that's when evil spirits come out.

So you could say: "It's the people, stupid." 

Finally, the pumps that were supposed to bring water from the rivers to the plants didn't work. The engineers hadn't realised that the amount of silt in the rivers varies as a result of heavy rainfall.

So you could say: "It's the planet, stupid." 

Sustainable solutions don't invent themselves. And solutions that seem sustainable on paper can turn out to be unsustainable.

To solve this, we need to ask three questions before we set to work:

1.                  What values are important to me?

2.                  What effect will my actions have on people, the planet and profits?

3.                  What effect will my actions have in the long term?

I think we can quickly reach agreement on the answer to the first question - about the values and ideals that are precious to us and should be safeguarded. In other words, which values are sustainable? Freedom, democracy and justice. Equal opportunity for all, regardless of sex, faith or orientation. Caring about our fellow human beings - close to home and in other parts of the world - because every person counts. Treating people, animals and the environment with respect. And, I would add, making the places we live in safe, clean and beautiful. Making sure that prosperity and well-being go hand in hand, and that solidarity and self-reliance are in balance.

The second question is about an overall picture of every aspect of sustainability. What are the economic and social effects of my actions? What impact will they have on the natural balance of the planet?

The issue of biofuels is a topical one. It is also a telling example of why these questions have to be asked. Biofuels seemed like a good way to reduce our dependence on fossil fuels, and a useful means of combating greenhouse gas emissions. Now it turns out that that growing the raw materials for biofuels involves cutting down primeval forest and requires enormous quantities of water. Increasing energy security turns out to threaten food security.

In short, our assessment of the sustainability of the first generation of biofuels seems to be negative.

A manager of the food products company Unilever put it well: 'We don't want to be responsible for burning food from developing countries in our SUVs.'

This brings me to the last question that needs to be answered before we can call a solution 'sustainable': can the effects of my actions be foreseen in the long term? How future-proof is this measure? This is a key issue in our discussions about water management in the Netherlands. Sea levels are rising. The dykes need to be reinforced. How far ahead do we need to plan? Twenty years? Fifty years? A hundred years? This is a key question, because obviously the further ahead you plan, the higher the price you pay.

Sustainability requires creativity and teamwork 

Yet sustainable development is about more than making cost-benefit analyses and forecasting the impact of different plans. It's about creativity and teamwork. This is the second part of what I have to say.

There are no formulas and no blueprints for sustainable development. Instead there are many open questions. Finding the answers means striking the right balance, time after time.

Sustainable development is a dynamic concept. What it comes down to - and this is my central message today - is leaving no stone unturned in the search for creative ideas. The warning sirens about global environment problems are so loud and piercing that some people want to cover their ears and hide under the covers. The opposite is needed: we need people everywhere to set to work.

I'm convinced that the people of the world can take on these challenges. There is enough creativity out there. Enough inventiveness. Enough enthusiasm.

I can see it here at this university. I just spoke to several students who are working as 'Students 4 Sustainability' to spread sustainable technology in Africa. It's a small-scale initiative, but a very valuable one.

The Dutch government has big ambitions in this field. We want to promote sustainability, not only in the Netherlands but also in other parts of the world. But sustainable development cannot be achieved by government alone.

Sustainability is essentially about connections. It's about connecting sectors, so that there's one unified agenda instead of separate economic, ecological and social agendas. It's about connecting today to tomorrow, so that what we do and what we refrain from doing now helps create a better future for people and the planet. And it's about connecting big ideals to small, practical solutions.

To do all this, we need everyone's help. We need government and the different players in civil society to work together more. We need administrators, politicians, scientists, businesspeople and citizens to join forces to create a movement for sustainability. Only then can we stop the hands of the clock inching towards disaster.

One good example of what teamwork between different partners can achieve is the project 'Biogas for a Better Life: An African Initiative'.

Energy plays a key role in socioeconomic development. Obviously we need to find the most sustainable possible forms of energy. Biogas for a Better Life is a promising step in the right direction.

A large number of African countries have made agreements with local organisations, international NGOs, the Netherlands and other donor countries on setting up an extensive biogas programme for Africa. The plan is to provide sustainable energy to twenty million African households.

In households with at least two cows or seven pigs, a simple biogas plant can produce enough gas to power a stove and a lamp. This has several big advantages. It means that women and girls no longer have to spend hours gathering wood for fuel. It also means that the air in their homes is no longer polluted by woodsmoke. This is major progress in people's living conditions.

At the same time, the programme will reduce deforestation by reducing demand for wood. It will reduce greenhouse gas emissions. The biogas plants produce valuable fertiliser as a by-product, maintaining soil quality and raising agricultural output by twenty-five per cent. This is major environmental progress.

Installing biogas plants creates more jobs, especially in rural areas. Biogas for a Better Life is expected to result in at least fifty thousand new jobs. This is major economic progress.

The NICE project, which the Dutch companies Essent and Econcern are involved in, is also helping to develop countries' economies. NICE provides a variety of digital services in a sustainable way to people in developing countries. There are already two solar-powered internet centres in Gambia. Here people can use wireless internet connections and also take all sorts of computer- and internet-supported courses. In this way, young Gambians are being trained for the labour market. Cooperation with different NGOs is making the project even stronger. The Christian Children's Fund is giving grants to talented students. And the Red Cross is using the centres to provide public education about AIDS, malaria and tuberculosis.

Focus on Africa 

Biogas for a Better Life and the NICE project are both good examples of how cooperation can sustainably improve the lives of millions of Africans. The third and last part of my talk focuses on Africa.

Africa is a splendid continent. I know from my own experience how breathtaking its natural diversity is, and what an inspiring, positive attitude Africans take to life. Some African economies have managed to break out of the downward spiral of poverty and link up with the world economy.

Others, by contrast, face major social and economic problems as a result of conflicts, poverty and AIDS. These countries are not benefiting enough from globalisation. But they are suffering from the negative effects of climate change.

In fact, they risk falling victim to our Western hunger for energy. More than ever, all of us in the world are dependent on one another. Sustainability in the Netherlands, for example, depends on sustainable development In Africa. I am glad that more and more authorities, organisations, businesses and schools understand this message and are making a contribution.

For example, the Dutch company Heineken has had a brewery in Rwanda for many years now. It has its own AIDS programme for its employees and their families. Heineken also does a lot for the local economy: it is Rwanda's biggest taxpayer. And the company has been extracting methane gas from Lake Kivu for years, using it to generate two megawatts of electricity. Heineken combines people, planet and profit in an enterprising, sustainable way.

Ladies and gentlemen,

I said earlier that access to energy - preferably sustainable energy - is crucial to a country's development. Another important precondition for development - and for life itself - is access to safe drinking water. It is no accident that this is one of the eight Millennium Development Goals. It's estimated that the African region loses five per cent of GDP annually because women have to walk so far to collect water.

A recent UN report concluded that access to clean drinking water is decreasing. In 2025, about 1.8 billion people won't have enough clean water. This means that contaminated water will remain the single main cause of sickness and death in the coming decades.

This is very alarming news. We are far from achieving the Millennium Development Goal on this point. This can change if we start considering access to water as a human right. Water is vital to life. This makes access to safe drinking water a human right. As far as I'm concerned, the sooner we recognise this right the better.

Of course recognising a human right to water will not solve global water problems. If only it could. But recognising water as a human right can set a positive train of events in motion.
Meanwhile we have to keep looking for practical solutions. Fortunately, there are more and more of them. The LifeStraw is a wonderful example. This simple device instantly turns dirty water into safe drinking water. It is a fantastic Danish invention - with a little bit of help from Delft, since a student at this university was involved in developing it. Now that's a sustainable solution!

This brings me to my conclusion. 'Challenge the future' is this university's motto. There is a great challenge ahead for all of you. In the coming two days, you should harness all your creativity. You should have lively debates. You should work together. And you should make connections that can lead to sustainable solutions and a better future for Africa.

I wish you a very productive symposium.

Thank you.
