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KEYNOTE ADDRESS DELIVERED BY 

HIS EXCELLENCY THE PRESIDENT, 

ALHAJI DR AHMAD TEJAN KABBAH

AT THE FORMAL OPENING OF THE

NORTHERN REGION AGRICULTURAL SHOW,

MAKENI – 20TH FEBRUARY, 2003

----------------------------------------------

Mr Chairman

Honourable Ministers and Members of Parliament

Your Excellencies, Members of the Diplomatic Corps

Paramount Chiefs

Distinguished Farmers

Ladies and Gentlemen:

It is with great pleasure that within only a few weeks, I am in Makeni again in furtherance of my government’s avowed objective and determination to rebuild our beloved Sierra Leone from the ashes of the most devastating war in recent memory.  Rebuilding a country in a post-conflict situation entails, not only the promotion of law and order but ensuring that the necessary democratic institutional structures are reactivated and empowered to carry out their functions.

2.
This task can however be only achievable and sustainable, if the root causes of conflict are adequately addressed.  Widespread poverty and endemic hunger are two of the main causes of conflict, and it is therefore my government’s priority to do whatever is within my power to ensure that the average Sierra Leonean regains his or her human dignity by ensuring that poverty is eradicated in our country so that every Sierra Leonean can at least afford to feed, educate and provide health care for his family.  It is in furtherance of this objectives that my Government has placed high premium on decentralization of public expenditure, the resuscitation of Local Government authority and above all, the attainment of national food security between now and the year 2007.

3.
However, for us to attain sustainable national food security, all major stakeholders must demonstrate collective commitment to the development of the agricultural sector.  On our part, my government will continue to mobilise resources for support to the agricultural sector which, we hope, will translate into increase domestic production of food and reduce our current dependency on imported food commodities.

4.
The rich agricultural resources of the five Districts of the Northern Province play a very important role in feeding the nation.  Port Loko and Kambia districts have always provided the bulk of the country’s staple food, rice as well as a significant oil palm production and fish catches.  Koinadugu District remains the most important source of cattle and a sizeable vegetable production, while Bombali District is renowned for small ruminants, cassava, sweet potatoes and groundnut.  Tonkolili District, on the other hand has a mixture of many crops, including cocoa, coffee and other food crops.  In fact, I dare say that the wide expanse of Inland Valley Swamps and Bolilands, in the Northern Province hold one of the keys to the achievement of our food security objectives to which my government is fully committed.  Indeed, the huge agricultural potentials of the North and other parts of the country played a significant part in my declaration that no Sierra Leonean should go to bed hungry by the year 2007.

5.
My Government will continue to allocate more resources to the Agriculture Sector to achieve the objectives of Food Security for all, through the National Campaign: “Operation Feed The Nation” which was recently launched by the Vice President at the World Food Day Celebration in Kambia.  In this regard, financial allocations to the agriculture sector were increased in the current financial year and will continue to be increased as and when resources become available.  These actions should assist farmers to increase food production, market farm produce at affordable prices to consumers, thereby helping to achieve national food security.

6.
Mr Chairman, Distinguished Ladies and Gentlemen, fellow Farmers, the theme for this show: “PROMOTING PEACE AND FOOD SECURITY” cannot be more appropriate.  The atrocities of the just ended conflict had a devastating effect on the national economy in general and the agricultural sector in particular.  Many farmers were internally displaced while some found themselves in refugee camps in neighbouring countries.  This unwarranted displacement of our farming population as a result of conflict clearly demonstrates the crucial link between peace and agricultural activity.  It therefore behoves us to ensure the protection of our hard earned peace through engagement in productive economic activities – especially food production.  

7.
On its part, government will continue to make the necessary efforts towards the systematic development and transformation of agriculture into a modern and highly profitable industry.  In addition to the activities that I have already highlighted, several other programmes and projects in support of these efforts are currently at various stages of development.  In the area of enhancing agricultural productivity, the government has embarked on a process of developing the transport infrastructure, targeted at farming communities.  Among these developments are the rehabilitation of feeder roads and inland waterway transport facilities.  Specifically, a World Bank supported transport sector development project, administered by the Ministry of Transport and Communications is rehabilitating jetties and dredging rivers to ensure access to remote farm communities in Port Loko, Old Wharf, Pepel and Mambolo as well as in the Eastern, Southern and Western regions of the country, for the purpose of conveying farm inputs and the evacuation of farm produce.  This is intended in part to address the concerns of those farmers who fear that they may never be able to profitably market their produce after harvest.

8.
Furthermore, government has procured a fleet of passenger vehicles and cargo trucks which will soon arrive in the country to facilitate the movement of both passengers and cargo to and from all farming communities throughout the country.  We know that for agriculture to fully develop and be rewarding, farmers should be able to market their produce at attractive prices.  This is true both for small-scale farmers and large commercial farmers.  For this reason we are currently working to ensure that farmers and those intending to invest in agriculture in our country take full advantage of export opportunities provided by overseas markets.  In this regard, the government has signed an agreement with the Government of the United States of America granting duty free concessions for a wide range of products including agricultural products from Sierra Leone to be exported to the United States market.  The Ministries of Agriculture, and Trade and Industry are in the process of developing the relevant institutional framework for advising farmers on such matters as crop diversification, processing and quality control, to enhance access to this and other foreign markets.  The ultimate goal is to ensure that we create the conditions for farmers to fully exploit the opportunities available to them for the creation of wealth not only for themselves but for the nation as a whole.

9.
It is therefore my fervent hope that you the farmers and potential investors in the agricultural sector will respond to these incentives by redoubling your efforts and commitment toward the achievement of our common goal.

10.
As you may be aware, there have been recent international developments that negatively affected the international oil market.  In some countries, prices of oil products were doubled overnight and severe shortages experienced.  In our own case, the situation did not get that bad mainly because of the very close collaboration between the Government and the oil marketing companies in Sierra Leone.  In acknowledging the responsible manner in which the oil marketing companies in Sierra Leone handled the recent problems, I would like to assure the general public that my Government will always strive to ensure that a stable supply of petroleum products at reasonable prices is maintained.

11.
All of these have an impact on agricultural productivity, just as the issue of access to land is vital in the development of a thriving agricultural industry.  Therefore, Government is taking measures in collaboration with the Chiefs to ensure that Sierra Leoneans from any region of the country, particularly the Western Area, who have an interest in agriculture can have access to land in other parts of the country for the achievement of our common objective of feeding our nation and creating wealth for all.

12.
Let me take this opportunity to briefly address the issue of environmental management which is central to agriculture.  Without the careful management of our environment, he future of agriculture in our country can hardly be guaranteed.  It is for this reason that my government assigns a high priority to the development and implementation of sound management strategies for the environment.  The Environment Protection Act of 2002, and other regulations enacted by Government are important steps in this direction.  Specifically, under the Ministry of Lands and the Environment we are addressing such problems as bush fires which are prevalent in this area.  It is my hope that traditional rulers will use their authority to assist in the enforcement of existing by-laws for the prevention and management of bush fires which are a major contributory factor to deforestation.

13.
For the Department for International Development of the United Kingdom (DFID), I only wish to state that your continued assistance to the government and people of Sierra Leone at our most needy time has not and will never go unnoticed.  I pray that the healthy bilateral co-operation between the Government of Sierra Leone and the United Kingdom continues to flourish.

14.
In conclusion, Mr Chairman, Distinguished Ladies and Gentlemen, I must extend gratitude and appreciation to the organizers of this Agricultural Show for the time, effort and resources that they have invested in making this show what it is today.  I must thank participants from the five (5) Districts for their participation and sense of unity of purpose.  I urge that this kind of partnership in our post-conflict national reconstruction and development drive should be preserved and emulated by all Sierra Leoneans.

15.
Mr Chairman, Honourable Ministers and Parliamentarians, Your Excellencies Members of the Diplomatic Corps, Paramount Chiefs, Distinguished Farmers, Ladies and Gentlemen, it gives me great pleasure to formally open the Northern Region Agricultural Show 2003 with the theme “Promoting Peace and Food Security”.
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