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Mr Acting PS in the Ministry of Health,

Mr. Lionel Michael, Chief Public Health Inspector,
Ms. Rhonda Sealy Thomas, Chief Medical Officer,
Ms. Sally Edwards, Advisor at the Pan American Health Organization,

Ms. Una Mae Gordon, IICA Representative,

Colleague Ruben Contreras and other facilitators,

Ladies and Gentlemen,


I am delighted to be associated with this workshop, a historic event in many ways. It is the first time the OAS joins hands with PAHO and IICA in supporting a program in Antigua, and it is the first workshop dedicated to the impact of climate change on human health, although several other activities have been taking place on this hot topic. Therefore, it is an occasion to celebrate the unity of the Inter-American family, as we raise awareness on the health implications of climate and build capacity in order to address it successfully.

Let me thank the Government of Antigua, in particular the Ministry of Health, for giving priority to this important topic. Let me also recognize the determining role of Chief Health Officer Lionel Michael who conducted an excellent preparatory and oversight process. I wish to salute as well the contributions made by Mr. Edwards of PAHO and Ms. Gordon of IICA. I want to mention that the OAS has selected a seasoned expert in the field, my colleague Ruben Contreras, to provide technical contributions. I have no doubt you will be enlightened by Mr. Contreras presentation. This workshop is the result of togetherness, team spirit, and a long term vision for a healthier and better future.

The number of activities in Antigua and other countries in our region related to climate change clearly show that this issue boils down to a matter of survival. I am of an optimistic nature, but let me temporarily place a picture on the screen of your minds, because the way I see it, apocalypse is the future of climate change. Just imagine the sea level rising at an alarming proportion impacting badly our shorelines and beaches. Visualize the loss of inhabitable and cultivable land, feel the increasingly hot weather and drastic meteorological conditions, with damaging hurricanes, severe bouts of drought and flooding due to heavy rains. Think of the repercussions on food availability and security.

Now do you believe that our health would become more robust, our tourism industry more prosperous, our environment more salubrious and invigorating, and our societies more secure and peaceful in these conditions? I anticipate a resounding no, and you are right. That’s the reason why climate change is an existential topic. It may sound distant, its consequences far from our shores, but make no mistake it is real and closer to us than we might think. Therefore, we need to understand better, grasp the cause effect paradigm, consider our energy sources and consumption, mobilize and counter this scourge.
The OAS conducted an important study on climate change: “THE POTENTIAL IMPACT OF CLIMATE CHANGE ON THE ENERGY SECTOR IN THE CARIBBEAN REGION, An effort to understand how climate change may impact the productivity of existing and future energy production systems in the Caribbean”. In this study Ruben Contreras and Kevin de Cuba state: “Climate change is increasingly being recognized by society as an ongoing phenomenon that whether human induced or not, has an impact on community livelihoods, natural resources and global economies. Changes in climate can significantly sharpen energy investment risks, with a potential cost that can reach up to hundreds of billions of dollars per year.”

As we reflect on the impact of climate change on our health, I am sure the full extent of the seriousness of the phenomenon will be brought home. It is not the only, not even the most important outcome we expect. In fact, more than anything else, the workshop is a call for attitude change, adjustment, and sustainable livelihoods. If as a result of this event, you become more sensitive to turning off your light when you do not need it, you give priority to sustainable energy, you care more for the environment and you make yourself into a promoter of better attitude and more constructive interaction with nature, then it will go down into history as tremendous success, and that’s the whole idea of sustainable development.

In the face of the current climate change challenge, we can either dwell upon the apocalyptic outlook and become more worried and stressed out, or we can with faith take the bold step to start changing ourselves and encourage our circle of influence to do the same. The second proposition is of course what the OAS, PAHO and IICA expect as an outcome of the workshop. Let’s preserve our health and the health of future generations. This task involves not only government, private sector, or civil society, but every individual.  Just as OAS, PAHO and IICA unite in support for this activity, let’s all unite to take up the challenge of countering climate change. Our well-being and survival depend on it.

Thank you and God bless you!
