Report on the launching of United Nations (UN) Decade on Ecosystem Restoration in the Nigeria Niger Delta 

“Green Niger Delta Projects”

Date: 24th June, 2021 
Location: Ughelli Kingdom Hall, Ughelli, Delta State
Introduction

African Centre for Climate Actions and Rural Development (ACCARD) have identified the alarming rate of environmental degradation, ecosystem destruction and biodiversity losses in the Nigeria Niger region as a significant setback to sustainable development actions. In addition, the important roles played by indigenous and local people in ecosystem restoration, led the launching of the United Nations (UN) Decade on Ecosystems Restoration in the Niger Delta, with “Green Niger Delta Project” as a working agenda.
A 10-years project designed to address environmental degradation, forest and mangrove, as well as livelihood losses, food insecurity and poverty in the region, will leverage on both local and international support for environmental awareness and improvement in the Niger Delta. In deploying the benefit of the UN Decade on Ecosystem Restoration and tree planting objectives in the region. In collaboration with the Host Oil and Gas Producing Communities of Nigeria (Hostcom), World Bank, Nigerian Redd plus Projects, ACCARD launched the program on June 24th, 2021 at the Ughelli Kingdom Hall, Ughelli, Delta State, Nigeria.
On a global scale, forests cover about 30% of total land area, and providing habitats for vast majority of plants and animals. Sadly, forests and biodiversity have continued to be under threat particularly in the Nigerian Niger Delta, from the activities of multi-national oil and gas companies, which is characterized by constant oil spillages and gas flaring.  

Other activities resulting to significant environmental degradation in the region include oil pipeline vandalism and illegal bunkering, deforestation, poor agricultural practices such as bush burning, forest and mangrove destruction and other anthropogenic drivers of climate change such as greenhouse gas emissions. The region can leverage on opportunities including knowledge sharing and financing through this initiative to 2030, to restore degraded environments, particularly forest and mangrove areas, biodiversity losses and alternative economic livelihood development. Through series of planned activities that include - sensitization and awareness programs on environment and/or climate change management and their ecosystem services, local adaptation plans, academic research and workshops, and field assessments, tree planting, mangrove restoration projects, academic and local capacity building for indigenous and local communities, as well as projects targeted at achieving the following outlined objectives.
Objectives 
	i. 
	Engage local communities in ecosystem conservation and biodiversity protection in the Niger Delta States using specific and vulnerable ecosystems as Delta state pilot sites.



	ii. 
	Demonstrate and sustain the initiatives of local people and communities to undertake projects targeted at responding to environmental degradation and climate change in the region.


	iii. 
	Train indigenous people especially on climate smart agriculture, ecosystem restoration and nature-based solutions, environmental pollution monitoring and control, in order to improve environmental and human health and livelihood opportunities in these communities. 



	iv. 
	Strengthen local and academic capacity on ecosystem-based adaptation, climate change management.



	v. 
	Support enhancement policy (-ies) implementation at the grassroot level and contribute to sub-national governments in environment and climate change adaptation and management.




Welcome address and Opening speech
According to Freeman Elohor Oluowo, the Centre Coordinator for African Centre for Climate Actions and Rural Development (ACCARD) presented the opening speech. The launch of the decade on ecosystem restoration in the Niger Delta, tagged “Green Niger Delta Project” was put together not only to raise grassroot knowledge and awareness on environmental degradation, but, to also engage as well as, demonstrate strategies for ecosystem protection and restoration in the Niger Delta. He said, the initiative is important because, it will create green jobs, particularly for young people and women that is locally-driven. That Covid-19 pandemic has made it more important for communities and states to champion responses towards their own development and to include the environment in so doing.
The unforgettable and worse experience of covid-19 lockdown at the sub-national levels and communities, due to poorly developed resilience and shocks mechanisms. Consequently, it is time to build local knowledge both to respond to environmental changes and lead climate actions and/or solutions. This decade of actions offers the regional indigenous and local communities the opportunity to contribute to biodiversity conservation, restore degraded ecosystems through practicable and smart solutions, and help them benefit from planned trainings, activities and engagements.
This initiative with 10-years action plan is important for the Niger Delta which is host to major activities of the petroleum industry with constant oil spillages and gas flaring. In addition, to other human and industrial activities that include, but not limited to illegal oil bunkering, pipeline vandalism and bad farm practices contributes to the existing environmental problems in the region. The decades initiative will coordinate efforts of the communities, youth, women, civil society groups and NGOs, to improve not only the environmental and human health, but also the livelihood of our people and create green jobs.
Guest Speaker 1. Partnership and Strategies for Ecosystem Restoration in the Niger Delta: Role of Universities and Research Institution by Dr. Lauretta Tudararo-Aherobo who represented the Vice Chancellor of the Federal University of Petroleum Resources, Effurum 
The University Don defined Ecosystem Restoration as the process of halting degradation and assisting the recovery of an ecosystem that has been degraded, damaged or destroyed. According to her, it is a global undertaking at massive scale, and also the repairing of billions of hectares of land – so that people can have access to food, clean water, and job. She said the process requires bringing back plants and animals from the brinks of extinctions, or from the peak of the mountain to the depth of the seas. 
According to Dr. Tudararo-Aherobo who ecosystem restoration of oil spill sites for example involves lots of processes of natural attenuation or passive restoration and active restoration. That restoration is done using the processes of remediation, reclamation, rehabilitation and restoration and affecting people and the environment differently. Overall, the decision to restore ecosystem involves all stakeholders including financiers and the public, particularly the affected communities.
Dr. Tudararo-Aherobo highlighted some direct and indirect drivers of ecosystem restoration, but participants should understand the changes of ecosystem services. Further, she went on to highlight the approaches of regeneration including regenerative agriculture, forest and landscape restoration and restoration of aquatic production which requires partnerships between academia, civil society and local communities.
Lecture 2: Community Roles in Oil Spill Response Management. Mr. Kenneth Ogeibiri, Zonal Head, NOSDRA Warri Zonal Office
Mr. Ogeibiri started by defining oil spill as the release of a liquid petroleum hydrocarbon into the environment – land-, freshwater or marine ecosystem, due to human activities as a form of pollution. According to the oil spill boss, while the impact of oil spill in the environment results to physical smothering of organisms by oils with high viscosity which affects organismal physical ability to survive through respiration, feeding and thermoregulation. And that it also kills plants and animals, alter salinity and pH levels and pollutes air and water simultaneously.  
He describes the effect of oil spill on the environment to include - skin and eyes irritation, neurological and breathing problems, destruction of habitats. He highlighted some of the dangers for an ideal environment including nutrient depletion and closure to recreation and commercial fisheries which will affect economy, as well as livelihood of the people.
Mr. Ogeibiri highlighted the different roles communities can play in oil spill response management, biodiversity and resource conservation. He recommended to the host oil and gas communities to first accept the reality of oil spill incidences, have a cordial working relationship with the oil and gas operators, report oil spills without delay, create enabling environment by maintaining peace and adequate security in the communities through the local vigilante group (s). He added the need for these communities to lead oil spill enlightenment, collaborate relevant agencies to train their indigenes on oil spill response management and biodiversity conservation, as well as checkmate the ugly activities of criminal-minded persons from damaging oil facilities.
He concluded by highlighting steps towards biodiversity conservation both to maintain and enjoy ecosystem services including the life-supporting systems and ecosystem processes. He mentioned some of the benefit that include - enhancing economic activities, creating employment, as well as boosting food production.  

Lecture 3: About the Nigeria Redd plus projects: Intervention and benefit of forest conservation
Dr. Moses Amah, the National Coordinator of the Nigerian Redd Plus project began by telling participants about the full meaning of the Redd+ plus to mean “reducing emissions from deforestation and forest degradation”, the objectives and benefit of the project in Nigeria and the Niger Delta. He told participants that Redd+ is an international framework designed not only to reduce emissions from deforestation and forest degradation, but also conservation of existing forest carbon stocks and sustainable management of forest resources and enhancement of forest carbon stocks. The discussion which generated so much interest from participants understood the benefit that comes from biodiversity conservation, ecosystem protection and planting trees. 
Dr. Amah explained both the economic, livelihood and human health benefits of planting trees particularly as climate will continue to change the environment and lifestyle. He admonished the participants, particularly communities, civil society organizations and the academia to work together in protecting the environment. He encourages the people of the region to take advantage of the United Nations (UN) Ecosystem Launch in the Niger Delta, to pursue environmental improvement and sustainable green development in the region.
Topic 4: Status of biodiversity loss and ecosystem damages in Bayelsa
Mr. Ere Wakedei, the Director of Climate change in the Bayelsa State Ministry of Environment also was the representative of the Honourable Commissioner for Environment at the event. He provided participants useful background information including the demographic, social, economic and ecosystems of Bayelsa State. He also listed the activities of the oil and gas companies in the State. He said the main environmental challenges in the State includes flooding, erosion, pollution from improper disposal of waste, drilling mud, oil spills and gas flaring. 
According to Mr. Ere, biodiversity loss and ecosystem damages, individually and in combination is threatening the existence of communities, livelihood, particularly of the poor as well as human health in Bayelsa State. He mentioned anthropogenic induced climate change to cause infestation by invasive species in their waters, deforestation and biodiversity loss. He concluded by highlighting the existing institutions, efforts and policy (-ies) on ground, as well as areas that require urgent intervention through the decades support programme and projects.
Courtesy Visit

The team paid a courtesy visit to the paramount traditional ruler of Ughelli Kingdom – His Majesty, the Ovie of Ughelli Kingdom. The Royal Highness was particularly excited about the initiative and promise to support and lead the effort in ensuring the success of the launch of the United Nations (UN) Decade on Ecosystem Restoration and Tree Planting Campaign in his kingdom. He welcomed us traditionally by offering us prayers and drinks before we went outside for tree planting and photograph taking. 
Wrap-up and Closing ceremony
Freeman Elohor Oluowo, while thanking participants and speakers including the traditional institutions, civil societies and foundations in the African Centre for Climate Actions and Rural Development (ACCARD) network of the organization’s determination, resilience to support them and importantly, drive the objectives of the Decade’s launch in the Niger Delta with the World Bank, Redd plus Projects and other organizations both local and international with Delta State as the pilot State. 
He made further commitment through ACCARD to rejuvenate and/or establish schools, conservation clubs in secondary and primary schools in Delta State as the pilot state and the Niger Delta at large. Through the Ecosystem Decade’s activities, we will be working with the principals and assigned teachers, to engaging them with activities including essay and quiz competitions – we will help to reduce restiveness and cultism at that level.
Attendance

The meeting/launch, which was held physically had a total of hundred and twenty-three (123) registered participants, both male and female, including school students. 
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