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Inception Workshop

Reducing Climate Change-induced Risks and Vulnerabilities from Glacial Lake Outburst Floods in the Punakha-Wangdi and Chamkhar Valleys.

(17-18 June 2008)

Hon’ble Chief Guest, Dasho Nado Rinchhen, Deputy Minister of Environment;

Dasho Sonam Tshering, Secretary, Ministry of Economic Affairs;

Mr. Christian Mazal, Resident Coordinator, Austrian Coordination Bureau;

Representatives of International Agencies and NGOs;

Dashos’ Ladies and Gentlemen!

It’s a pleasure for me to be here today at this Inception Workshop of the project: Reducing Climate Change-induced Risks and Vulnerabilities from Glacial Lake Outburst Floods in the Punakha-Wangdi and Chamkhar Valleys. 
The environmental, economic and political implications of global warming are profound. Ecosystems - from mountain to ocean, from the poles to the tropics - are undergoing rapid change. Low-lying cities face inundation, fertile lands are turning to desert, and weather patterns are becoming ever more unpredictable. 

The cost will be borne by all. The poor will be hardest hit by weather-related disasters and by soaring price inflation for staple foods, but even the richest nations face the prospect of economic recession and a world in conflict over diminishing resources. There is now increasing evidence of the impacts of climate change. The Fourth Assessment Report of the Inter-Governmental Panel on Climate Change warns that Himalayan glaciers are receding “faster than in any part of the world” with  “the likelihood of them disappearing by the year 2035” and perhaps even sooner if current rates of warming continue. 
The UNDP’s Human Development Report has also warned that the world should focus on the development impact of climate change that could bring unprecedented reversals in poverty reduction, nutrition, health and education. The report, "Fighting climate change: Human solidarity in a divided world", provides a stark account of the threat posed by global warming. It argues that the world is drifting towards a “tipping point” that could lock the world’s poorest countries and their poorest citizens in a downward spiral, leaving hundreds of millions facing malnutrition, water scarcity, ecological threats, and loss of livelihoods.

The Himalayas and its glaciers were once considered the “water towers” of the Asian subcontinent, bringing fresh water to millions of people. Now in the wake of climate change and its associated impacts, they are like the “silent tsunamis”. The 25 high-risk lakes identified in Bhutan could cause devastating Glacial Lake Outburst Floods and bring calamities to life and infrastructure downstream. Catastrophic events like this will not only cause great loss of life and property in Bhutan but they will also impact millions of people downstream in India and Bangladesh. Accelerated melting of glaciers also mean that availability of water for a number of purposes like agriculture, domestic use and very importantly hydropower generation will dwindle by the day.

I am pleased to note that the project on “Reducing Climate Change-induced Risks and Vulnerabilities from Glacial Lake Outburst Floods in the Punakha-Wangdi and Chamkhar Valleys” will address the vulnerability of communities and build their resilience to associated hazards. I am also happy that this project will contribute to on-going efforts in the government in the area of disaster management and in the implementation of the National Disaster Management Framework.
One of the most important aspects of GLOF Risk Management is the issue of knowledge sharing and awareness building on GLOF and associated disaster risk reduction. Relevant government agencies, civil society and local communities will need to be informed of such imminent threats and also made aware of interventions designed to mitigate these threats and reduce vulnerabilities. I am hopeful that this project will continue the good work of the Royal Government of Bhutan, particularly the Department of Geology and Mines and the Disaster Management Division in disseminating information and knowledge on the important issue of GLOF.
I am also happy to note that the project will contribute to improved national, regional, and local capacities to prevent climate change-induced GLOF disasters; reduce risks of GLOF from Thorthormi Lake through an artificial lake level management system; reduce human and material losses in vulnerable communities through GLOF early warnings; and enhance learning, evaluation and adaptive management. I commend the Royal Government of Bhutan in taking these initiatives.
Let me also take this opportunity to express our deepest appreciation to our co-financing partners of the project - Austrian Development Assistance (ADA) and the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) Bhutan. We look forward to working with all of you through the Department of Geology and Mines and Disaster Management Division of the Ministry of Home and Cultural Affairs.
In conclusion, I would like to thank the organizers for inviting me to this workshop. On behalf of all UN agencies in Bhutan, I would like to reaffirm our commitment to work in partnership with others to help protect Bhutan’s environment and promote sustainable human development for all.
Thank you and Tashi Delek.
