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Oslo, 7 June 2011 

 
 

Key note speech by Commissioner Georgieva 
(transcript) 

 
Ladies and Gentlemen, 
 
I had the pleasure to visit the Fram museum of polar explorers yesterday. I thought it 
was a wonderful introduction to the discussion today, because it was a demonstration 
of the resourcefulness of the human race. Resourcefulness that is particularly needed 
today, when we face the challenge of a changing climate.  
 
I am here to discuss with you how we can learn to live with a changing climate. As 
the European Union's Humanitarian Aid Commissioner, my task is to speak on this 
topic from the perspective of the people who are most vulnerable to climate change. 
For them, adaptation to its hurdles is not about relinquishing comforts, such as not 
turning the air-conditioner up; it is also not about paying higher electricity bills. For 
them, the effects of climate change are often a matter of life or death, loss of 
livelihoods, loss of homeland, loss of family, and loss of the promise for a better 
future. At the conference yesterday, we have seen the increasingly worrying data 
about the numbers of those people. The figures mean one thing - that the future is 
going to be more difficult.  
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On the slide I am showing you, you can see a map of our planet. The areas marked in 
orange and red are those where vulnerability to natural disasters is the highest. The 
map shows very clearly that life is not fair - that the people and communities at the 
highest risk of natural disasters are also those that suffer particularly acutely from 
under-development, many of them  in fragile states. The map tells us that the areas 
with high disaster risk are also those where famine occurs most often, where crop 
failure is regular, where draught persists, where high population growth pushes up 
demand, where coastal areas are at risk and where conflicts rage.  
 
Another thing that this map tells us is that the regions of the world whose growth we 
count on to pull our economy back to sustainability – China, India, parts of Latin 
America - are also particularly vulnerable to disasters.   
 
Development has made our world richer – consider for instance, that in the last 10 
years the world economy has increased by almost 50 %, despite the crisis. Today it is 
worth 45 trillion EUR, while only 10 years ago it was about 33 trillion. So we have 
achieved enormous increase in wealth, measured by traditional indicators.  
 
And yet at the same time, our world has become more fragile and this fragility puts at 
highest risk the most deprived countries and communities. Despite all this wealth we 
have achieved, the bottom billion that Paul Collier wrote about so well has not shrunk 
– there are still a billion of extremely poor people, living mostly in the countries, 
marked in yellow and red on the map. So what does that mean for those of us who 
work on humanitarian assistance? I want to leave you with six thoughts on this 
question.  
 
First, this meeting has reminded us of the enormous extent to which climate change 
leads to displacement. We owe a debt of gratitude to the Norwegian Refugee Council 
for putting in front of us strong evidence of the 42 million people displaced last year 
because of natural disasters.  92% of these natural disasters were related to extreme 
weather. In other words, the majority of disasters are anchored in climate change. 
This problem becomes even more overwhelming when we measure it with the 
number of the affected people, with the terrible stories through which this trend is 
manifested in the lives of women, children, elderly people, disabled people.  
 
When we think of their stories, we are even more compelled to make sure that help is 
on the way - that there is food, water, shelter, and medical care when displacement 
takes place. But we also have to be mindful of the fact that different groups get 
differently affected. I was in Pakistan last year during the floods and I travelled 
around the area where we supported camps for the displaced population. It was heart 
breaking to see the people cramped in small tents. But even more so, that in the hours 
of walking from one camp to another, I did not see one single woman in the open. 
Women had to be out of sight. But what does this mean? It means that if you are in a 
household that is led by a  woman, your chance to get support is minimum. You have 
to have a male relative to make the case for you. The only female individuals I met 
were two little girls -  they were probably too young to be considered "female"… The 
point I am making here is that, for humanitarian workers, it is not just a matter of 
sheer numbers. It is also a matter of making sure that those that need help most direly, 
can get this help.  
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But even more importantly, the best way to deal with displacement is not to allow it to 
happen in the first place. For that, the most critical issue is food security. People leave 
their homes and they do not return mostly when they are desperate, when there is no 
food to feed their kids, no food for their families. When we talk about food insecurity, 
unfortunately what we have been seeing in last years is that the number of its victims 
is growing up. We were very proud that in 2006 -2007 we were able to say that we 
were finally turning the tide, decreasing the numbers of people going to bed hungry. 
But last year, largely because of the tremendous hammering of natural disasters, this 
number went up again to 925 million people. This year, most likely the number of 
chronically hungry people will go up yet again. This is due to many complex factors - 
the increasing population of the planet, the growth of the middle class, the rising 
demand for more sophisticated food products, the increase in oil prices that push food 
prices very strongly. But also because of the impact of climate change. 
 
What does this mean for us in the  humanitarian community? First we have to make 
sure that vulnerable countries and communities can rely on stocks for when famine 
knocks on the door. Last summer in Sahel, people were facing the risk of a very bad 
famine, not much different from the one in 2005, when millions died of starvation. 
But last year it is was different, because the humanitarian community was much more 
aware of the risks and rushed to counter famine. Thanks to that awareness, in Niger, 
in Mali, in North Nigeria, there were stocks of food to help counter the crisis. 
 
But for countries to be able to help themselves and compete on the global market, it 
would not be good enough to let them go on their own. For this reason, we are 
supporting efforts, like those of the World Food Programme, to combine the 
purchasing powers of small countries. We as humanitarians are working to support 
these countries, so they can collectively get a better deal for their people, who actually 
need it the most. 
 
To reflect this need, in March last year we made a very important change in the 
European food assistance policy. Now we do not provide our in-kind assistance as 
priority - in other words, we do not dump our agricultural surpluses on poor 
communities. Instead, we provide cash and vouchers, so that people can purchase 
food locally. Why? Because this creates demand for local farmers. Therefore, we 
don’t end up feeding the hungry people but killing the local farmers and pushing the 
cycle of hunger further on the downward spiral.  
 
We have been arguing in the Food Convention revision that there should be rules for 
everybody everywhere in the world, that we all should say we support local 
production. But for this strategy to be successful, we also have to support research 
and development that aim for draught resistant crops and for food security in fragile 
climates.  
 
It is possible. How many of you have ever been in Israel? Well, you travel there and 
you see that it is possible. We need the determination that this is also possible for 
communities in fragile areas elsewhere. 
 
My second point is about empowering women.  As we fight for food security, again 
we need to remember the power of women. My favorite story of my trip to Niger last 
year was visiting a small village, where we gave vouchers in the hands of women, so 



4 

they can purchase food and go through the difficult period. We arrived there and we 
were met by women on one side of the street and men on the other. All those women 
had huge smiles on their faces, all held in their hand their vouchers, where they had 
put their finger-print as a signature for “I got the money”. I asked one of the men: 
"You did not get the voucher, but your wife did - how do you feel about that?”. And 
he said: "You know what, first when that was done, I didn’t like it, but then I thought 
about it, if the money had been given to me, I would have bought a bicycle and not 
food for the kids”. So we have to always keep in mind that we need to empower 
women.  
 
My third point goes to infrastructure. If we want to reduce displacement, we as 
humanitarians can no longer just look at saving lives in the narrow traditional sense. 
We have to think how we can make lives worth living - getting accessible roads, 
rebuilding schools and hospitals, ensuring that there is transitional housing. Yes, this 
is not traditionally in the job description of humanitarians. But we have a moral 
responsibility to drive development support in the direction of  linking relief to 
rehabilitation and development.  
 
My forth point is on investment in resilience. To prevent a crisis from hitting again 
and again, we have to work with communities to strengthen their resilience, their 
capacities to cope with climate change. That goes, all the way, from early warning 
systems, through knowing where to build, how to build, to the capacity of the 
insurance industry. So far, this business is seen as serving the big guys but not the 
farmers, and that should be the case. We actually can make insurance work for the 
small people and the small communities. Just in brackets, my former employer, The 
World Bank, designed an insurance scheme against weather-related disasters, 
accessible to poor countries. So, it is possible to be done.  
 
My fifth point: we have to recognise that not all disasters are equal. In the old 
communist days we would say "we are all equal, but some are more equal than 
others", and that applies to disasters. Some disasters, the so-called mega disasters, 
capture our attention and our resources.  You see, say, on the 6 o’clock news, the 
earthquake in Haiti and the floods in Pakistan, and the immediate needs get 
immediately funded. But there are also profound and difficult disasters that slip away 
from the broad spotlight. Munich RE estimated that last year there were 950 disasters: 
there were five mega-disasters and hundreds of small disasters. But they are not small 
for the victims and they also deserve our attention.  
 
We need to also rethink our style of management for the biggest disasters - from how 
the UN cluster systems delivers to when and how civilian efforts can be supported by 
the military for either help with the relief or for security. It is paramount to respect the 
views of the humanitarian workers, who risk their lives in service to humanity - and 
strive for improvements without putting the humanitarian principles of impartiality, 
neutrality and independence at risk.  Today time does not allows us to get into this 
very broad area, but it certainly deserves our dedicated attention.  
 
Let me finish with my sixth point. Whatever we do, however we work, we need the 
resources to meet the growing challenges we face. Numbers tell us that the needs of 
the most vulnerable people are growing; we have a moral obligation to these people to 
make sure that the resources are there. The obligation is particularly compelling to 
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those of us who come from countries that have contributed significantly to climate 
change.   
 
I am proud to be a European, because Europe has been a force for good when it 
comes down to helping people. The European Union is 20% of the world economy, 
but consistently delivers some 50-60 % of global humanitarian and development 
assistance. Our citizens, despite their current hardship at home, overwhelmingly 
support the provision of more resources for humanitarian aid – of this, 80% of our 
citizens are in favour. But we also need to call on the new economic powerhouses - 
China, Brazil, India, Russia, Turkey. With more wealth comes a larger responsibility 
– the responsibility to contribute to facing the challenges of today and tomorrow's 
world. Because these challenges – climate-related disasters - are not confined to the 
poorest countries, as my map showed. We are all at risk.  
 
Earlier this year I was supposed to go to Asia, to participate in a simulation of the  
disaster response to a 7.5 earthquake that generates a tsunami and hits Indonesia. I did 
travel to Asia. But instead of a simulation, I went to the real thing - I went to Japan, 
where a 9.0 earthquake triggered an overwhelming tsunami and caused a nuclear 
accident. The best prepared country in world was brought to its knees. The moral of 
this story is that reality can be worse than the worst case scenarios we prepare for. 
The bar is going up for all of us. And it is only in truly collective actions, through 
collaboration and through helping each other, that we can deal with the future.  


