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Your Excellency, Ms. Doris Leuthard, Deputy Prime Minister of Switzerland,  

Honourable Ministers,  

Distinguished Heads of International Agencies and Organisations, 

Ladies and Gentlemen. 

 

It gives me great pleasure to address this distinguished gathering to 

commemorate International Mountain Day for 2014 at this High Level Event on 

Mountains and Water. Coming from a mountainous country in the Eastern Himalayas, it 

also gives me great pleasure, to find such kindred spirit here in the Andean region, 

where we have been received by nothing less than great warmth.   

While mountains are found all around the world it is not surprising that we 

mountain people, share many common challenges and concerns, and aspirations. The 

beautiful but rugged mountain landscapes makes communication and delivery of 

development efforts very difficult. The fragility of the mountain ecosystem also presents 

risks and dangers like flashfloods and landslides. Now we face the common threats from 

climate change, where our glaciers and snows capped peaks are disappearing. Climate 

change threatens not only our people and communities in the mountains, but all people 

and communities living downstream of mountains.  

Your Excellencies, Distinguished guests, 

It is especially befitting that we commemorate this year’s International Mountain 

Day with the theme of “Mountain Farming”, here in Lima. Over the centuries, along with 

corn and chilies from the region, Peruvian potatoes have found their way to the 

Himalayas, and around the world to become important staple foods. The sheer variety 
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of potatoes, maize and other crops from Peru and the Andean region highlights the 

important role of mountains in food security.  

In this regard, I am pleased to note, that earlier this year, farmers from 

communities in Bhutan, China and Peru met in Cusco and launched a partnership to 

share indigenous crop varieties and knowledge with a view to increase resilience to 

climate change. Similar exchanges have also taken place across our mountain 

communities of the Himalayas and Andes, on the threats of rapidly retreating glaciers 

and “glacial lake outburst floods”. It is through such shared experiences and efforts that 

mountain communities can tackle common challenges from climate change. 

In addition to being centers of diversity for agriculture, mountains are also 

important repositories for wild biodiversity. The forests of Bhutan, which cover 70% of 

our land, are home to healthy populations of keystone species such as the tiger and 

snow leopard. Efforts in Bhutan to protect our forests and natural heritage include, a 

constitutional mandate to keep at least 60% of our land under forests. Furthermore, 

over 50% of the land is already designated as protected areas, and in 2009 we 

committed to remain carbon neutral by keeping our emissions at levels that do not 

exceed the sink capacity of our forests. The efforts to conserve our forests also minimise 

siltation and reduce the risk of floods for millions living in downstream countries. 

The monsoon, which brings life giving rains and water in our part of the world, is 

possible because of the mighty Himalayas. In this way, mountains have a critical 

function as “water towers” of the world. The combination of water and high elevations 

also makes mountains an important source of carbon-free hydro energy. 

Hydroelectricity powers our economy in Bhutan, and with a potential for 30,000 

megawatts, electricity exports to neighbouring India can reduce the need for coal-fired 

power plants.  

Ladies and Gentlemen 

These examples I have just spoken about illustrate the critical role that 

mountains play in the broader context of sustainable development, and the importance 

of collaborative efforts between upstream and downstream areas, across borders, to 

address local and global challenges for sustainable and climate resilient development.  
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Towards this end, Bhutan hosted the “Bhutan Climate Summit” in 2010 to bring 

together the four countries of the Eastern Himalayas in an attempt to address common 

issues for adapting to climate change. Next year, we will also be hosting a meeting of the 

“Himalayan 3rd Pole Circle”, an initiative of the President of Iceland, to bring together the 

diverse stakeholders across the Himalayas to discuss the challenges of climate change.  

Your Excellencies, Distinguished guests, 

We need to increase efforts to raise the profile of the important role of 

mountains for sustainable development, and also the unique challenges faced by 

mountain countries and communities.   

We should highlight the fact that mountains are unique in that they have 

common topographical features, but include all types of ecosystems - from permanent 

snow and ice to alpine pastures, dry deserts to wetlands, and temperate forests to 

tropical jungles.  

We need better information for adaptation in mountain areas, but existing 

climate models, and tools for vulnerability assessments that work in other areas, are 

highly inadequate for mountain areas. Generally, we know that mountain areas are 

warming faster than lower regions, and are already prone to disasters such as 

landslides, flashfloods and glacial lake outburst floods. However, data availability over 

mountain areas is very sparse and limited, especially in developing countries and harsh 

working conditions also make research to fill critical data gaps very difficult.  

We need to highlight that mountains matter to more than just the mountain 

communities and countries. I am sure that all of us here agree that mountains are 

literally the “fountain head” for fresh water, genetic repositories for important food 

crops, habitats for a fantastic range in biodiversity, and there is high potential for 

carbon-free hydropower in the mountains. These issues related to the “food, energy and 

water nexus”, along with the unique links and challenges to mountain areas, provide a 

basis for making mountain issues more relevant to the broader debate on sustainable 

and climate resilient development.  

Your Excellencies, Distinguished guests 
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Before I close, I thank all our partners, including the governments of Peru and 

Switzerland, the Mountain Partnership; the Mountain Forum; and CONDESAN in making 

this special event possible event.  

 

I am confident that our discussions today to commemorate International 

Mountain Day will help highlight the vital importance of mountains for sustainable 

development and human wellbeing. I look forward to hearing from all the distinguished 

speakers today. 

 

Thank you. 

 

 


