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It is with great pleasure that I address you this morning in this region where all countries have ratified the Convention on the Rights of the Child.  In so doing, your governments have set an example to the entire world -- and the good news is that we are fast approaching the goal of universal ratification of the Convention by the end of 1995.  To date, 174 countries have ratified this treaty; only 17 countries remain on the list of those who have not ratified.  


Even if universal ratification is not achieved by the end of this year (and of course we hope this will not be the case), the fact that the Convention has been embraced by more countries than any other human rights treaty in history, in only five years, indicates that a new ethos -- one that puts children first -- is gaining ground on the threshold of the 21st century.   


As you know, UNICEF will soon commemorate its 50th anniversary.  Established in 1946 as part of the newly-founded United Nations, UNICEF embodies the world's -- and each family's -- love and concern for children -- for each and every child.  The beautiful African saying that "It takes an entire village to raise a child", now needs updating in this era of the global village:  it takes the entire world to raise a child.  UNICEF stands for global cooperation on behalf of children.  And as our late beloved Executive Director of 15 years, Mr. James P. Grant used to say, children and women can be a Trojan Horse to attack the citadel of poverty and underdevelopment.  Improving their lives can jump-start development. 


The most basic right that all children have is to survive and develop to their full potential.  And yet over 12 million of them will die again this year -- and millions more will see their physical or mental development compromised -- due in large part to poverty's implacable war against the most vulnerable.  Most of these deaths are now preventable at low cost and I am proud to report that since the early 1980s, the Child Survival and Development Revolution has saved at least 25 million young lives.  And given a healthier start in life to millions more.


But children need more than just to survive.  They also have the right to be treated with dignity and respect.  They need to be protected.  They need to learn and to participate.  The great breakthrough of the Convention on the Rights of the Child is that it brings together the civil and political rights of children with their social, economic and cultural rights.  In one package, it offers a vision of the nurturing and respect which is the right of every child regardless of race, religion, social position or family income.  And it sets forth the corresponding obligations of parents, governments and society at large.


Sub-Saharan Africa is close to achieving the goal of universal ratification of the Convention, and so the major challenge now lies in ensuring effective implementation.  This conference concerns how we meet our commitments -- post ratification -- to the Convention and to the United Nations Committee charged with monitoring its implementation.  


The time that you are dedicating to this discussion here this week will be well-spent if it translates into practical and more effective strategies which guarantee the fundamental rights of children.  We at UNICEF would be the last to minimize the obstacles in your path; it is no secret that Africa is facing extraordinary economic and other difficulties.  But it is also no secret that your peoples have often tapped deep reservoirs of moral strength to get through hard times while protecting the young who are its future.  UNICEF, which places Africa as our number one priority region, is proud to serve as your development partner.


Top-level global political commitment to achieve tangible development goals really began with the World Summit for Children in 1990.  Most recently, in Copenhagen, the World Summit for Social Development broadened the scope of commitments to sustainable human development.  These Summits -- and the other global conferences of this decade -- have greatly advanced consensus on how to quickly, realistically and in a sustainable and cost effective manner, build a shield of protection around all of our children.  


And nowhere in the world is the need as great as it is for African children.  One third of the 12 million-plus children who die worldwide every year are African, although they constitute little more that 10 per cent of the world's child population. Significant progress in child mortality reduction is being thwarted by inadequate nutrition, lack of basic health care and education, clean water and sanitation.  AIDS has hit this continent hard, with a terrible and growing toll of children orphaned or killed themselves.  Economic growth is almost cancelled out entirely by foreign debt service and high population growth.  Hundreds of thousands of children have been slaughtered in armed conflicts in recent years. 


It is a moral -- and pragmatic -- imperative to significantly accelerate progress for Africa's children.  


The World Summit for Children identified proven, low-cost/high impact strategies and goals concerning children's and women's health and education, nutrition and sanitation which, in effect, translated much of the Convention on the Rights of the Child into a global programme of practical actions.  The World Summit for Social Development has now reaffirmed these goals in the context of a broader assault on poverty and underdevelopment.


The Copenhagen Summit agreed that governments would formulate or strengthen national poverty eradication plans "preferably by the year 1996," and that these plans "should establish, within each national context, strategies and affordable time-bound goals and targets for the substantial reduction of overall poverty and the eradication of absolute poverty."    


The goals that are included in the National programmes of action for children that your countries have issued or drafted must be fully integrated into these anti-poverty plans.  A commitment to achieving the goals for children as a central part of all development efforts is just the type of commitment that the Committee on the Rights of the Child seeks in its review of the efforts of governments to implement the Convention.  


Human rights treaties do not provide for enforcement mechanisms.  There is no international court, and no police force, to see to it that States Parties comply with the Convention on the Rights of the Child.  Ultimately, implementation of its provisions depends on good faith compliance by governments, helped along by public pressure and international assistance.  


Elected by States Parties to the Convention in February 1991, the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child was established to monitor implementation in the countries which have ratified. The ten experts who make up this committee are elected in their individual capacities, rather than as voices of the countries of which they are citizens.  I want to take this opportunity to personally and on behalf of UNICEF welcome Mrs. Akila Belembaogo, from Burkina Faso, and congratulate her on her recent re-election to the Committee.  Mrs Belembaogo, who is with us here today, continues to be one of the most active, committed and vocal members of the Committee and we are delighted that she has been re-elected for a further term.


It is a requirement of the Convention that States Parties submit, two years after ratification, an initial report of their efforts to implement the provisions in the Convention.  Subsequent reports are then due every five years.  UNICEF is proud to be working closely with many governments on the preparation of these reports, and we provide the Committee itself with a range of assistance as it prepares to review the reports.  The Committee meets three times a year to consider these important reports.  In this regard, Burkino Faso should be acknowledged for the timely submission of its initial report.


The Committee appreciates the constraints on various countries in terms of the preparation and timely presentation of the reports.  What the Committee seeks, above all, is an honest portrayal of the situation of children and a commitment that the areas identified as requiring further attention will remain a priority for the government in their allocation of funding and services. 


In this region, significant strides have already been made in the post-ratification phase:


•
the Tunis Declaration of the League of Arab States called for establishment of national child rights bodies with the participation of non-governmental organizations (NGOs); 


•
national studies have been undertaken to compare domestic legislation with the provisions of the Convention, with a view to bringing national laws into line with the rights enshrined in the treaty;


•
and here in Chad and in Mali, in particular, governments have established linkages with local NGOs in order to effectively promote understanding and compliance with the Convention. 


In its review of country reports, the Committee on the Rights of the Child has found much progress to praise.  There is no doubt that the 1990s have witnessed significant advances for children worldwide.  Africa, despite many setbacks, has also recorded important gains worthy of the Committee's recognition:  


* For example, Africa has largely achieved the ambitious immunization goal set at the OAU summit in 1987, by means of which the lives of over half a million children are saved each year.  Today, vaccines are reaching some 13 million African children on four or five occasions before their first birthday, up from a few million in 1987.  A polio-free zone is now spreading northward from southern Africa.  This 


is a logistical, organizational and yes, political achievement that points the way for accelerating progress in other areas as well.  


* A case in point is oral rehydration therapy against diarrhoea -- the leading cause of child death in most of Africa; use of this nearly-cost free remedy is now close to 50 per cent in Africa,  above the developing world average of 44 per cent.  And Africa has recently made great progress toward eradication of guinea worm, the "fiery serpent".  


* The Bamako Initiative of community financing and management is beginning to revitalize and extend the reach of health systems in well over half the countries of sub-Saharan Africa.  In this region, it has been adopted by nearly all countries as the national health strategy.


These are among the accomplishments in the health field of which Africa can justly feel proud.  But the Committee on the Rights of the Child has also identified and made extremely constructive observations about serious and widespread problems of abuse, exploitation and neglect of children in many countries -- developing and industrialized alike.  Your governments and NGO partners will find these observations to be extremely useful, and UNICEF pledges to assist you, as appropriate, in making the necessary improvements.      


I mentioned earlier that the Convention is a comprehensive document encompassing all rights.  Permit me now to briefly touch on some -- not all -- of the protection issues crying out for greater attention -- particularly those which may be of interest to countries in this region. 


• Gender Discrimination -- We must never forget that the girls of today are the women of tomorrow. Their needs must be met, their rights safeguarded. There is, however, pervasive evidence worldwide of discrimination and violence against girls that begins even before they are born and continues unabated through their lives.  Girls have less access to nutrition, health and education and enjoy fewer rights, opportunities and benefits of childhood and adolescence than boys.  Girls are additionally subject to sexual and economic exploitation, violence and harmful traditional practices and too-early marriage. Their daily existence and long-term aspirations are restricted by attitudes, structures and a lack of resources that prevent their full and equal participation.  These barriers -- which are also barriers to national development -- must be eliminated, opportunities created and support provided, in order that girls develop to their full potential and take their place in society with dignity and equality. 


• Children in armed conflict - no continent knows more about the ravages and destruction of war than Africa does, and it will come as no surprise to you that children have increasingly become the primary targets of ethnic and civil strife.  Between 1970 and 1987, in this continent alone, it is estimated that 1,720,000 civilians were killed, compared to 151,000 soldiers -- thus 92% of all fatalities were innocent civilians, at least half of whom were children.


Increasingly, women and children are being systematically targeted with acts of unspeakable brutality.  The consequences are not only injury or death.  The wider impact of these violations include exploitation, psychological trauma and social disintegration.  They also include, tragically, the transformation of young children into soldiers, into perpetrators of war.  The Committee on the Rights of the Child is attempting to have the age of children involved in armed conflict raised from 15 -- as it stands in the Convention now -- to a minimum of 17 years.  UNICEF is collaborating closely with Ms. Graca Machel, the expert chosen to prepare a comprehensive UN study of the impact of armed conflict on children.  And UNICEF urges all governments to provide Ms. Machel with every possible facility in order to carry out her urgent mandate.  


• Exploitative child labour -- The problem of child labour is a global one, affecting industrial as well as developing countries. The International Labour Organisation estimates that between 100 and 200 million children under the age of 15 are working worldwide. Widespread poverty... lack of access to schooling... education that is not relevant to young people's lives... structural adjustment programmes that slash social services, and a global economy that prizes cheap labour above all else are all forcing children into the work force.  UNICEF believes that it is imperative to do away with the most hazardous and exploitative forms of child labour, while striving to improve the conditions of working children, including those working in "hidden" occupations such as domestic servants.  Although eradication of child labour will obviously not come overnight, we believe that it can and should be phased out progressively as universal access to primary education is ensured.  


• Lastly, what is perhaps most basic of human rights -- that is the right to a name, identity and nationality.  The fact of being registered at birth gives children a legal and statistical identity which allows them access to services and ensures that they can be considered in planning strategies for programmes which will affect them in infancy, childhood, adolescence and adulthood.  The harm and neglect that a child who is "invisible" can suffer is obvious. Without a name and an identity, without a record of his or her existence, the child becomes vulnerable to abuses such as exploitation, trafficking and illegal inter-country adoption.  Without a record of each child's existence, from the moment a child is born, it is impossible to monitor or enforce society's obligations to protect and provide for his or her essential needs.  That is why States Parties must guarantee this "bottom-line" right to an identity through making registration of each child easy, accessible, free of charge and compulsory.  To this end, UNICEF is planning, in collaboration with other UN agencies, to assist countries to revamp or reestablish systems to register all children. 


I leave these thoughts with you as important areas to be considered for progressive implementation.  I emphasise progressive implementation to remind you that ratification of the Convention did not call for immediate compliance with the minimum standards stipulated.  What the Convention does call for is ongoing implementation and as outlined in Article 4: "...States Parties shall undertake such measures [legislative and administrative] to the maximum extent of their available resources and, where needed, within the framework of international co-operation."  And on this last point, I can assure you that UNICEF is consistently outspoken on the need for increased development assistance from the industrialized countries, debt forgiveness and relief, improved terms of trade and investments that strengthen rather than deplete the developing world.      


Children remind us that human development is the ultimate objective of economic development, the touchstone of policy, the measure of progress.  The democratization process underway in a number of countries in this region offers an unparalleled opportunity for local communities to work jointly with UN agencies -- including UNICEF, NGOs, the media, local and national government and the international community in improving the situation of children and in assuring them a more promising future.  This calls for solidarity and broader grassroots participation in discussions of the Convention and how to  effectively implement its provisions.


One of the keys to success is the personal commitment of heads of State and Government, supported by regular monitoring on a monthly or quarterly basis that provides them with meaningful and timely information, increased accountability of civil servants and the mobilization of all governmental, media and private sector partners.


And on this note, let me conclude by expressing UNICEF's gratitude to His Excellency, the President and Head of the Armed Forces, General Idris Deby, for his presence here today.  His participation in this event, despite his many other pressing obligations, is a clear indication of the commitment of the Government of Chad to the cause of children.


Mr. President, I want you to know that we in UNICEF recognise the efforts being made by your Government for children.  Allow me to mention the studies on girl's education which have resulted in additional funding by the World Bank, the ongoing situation analysis of children in especially difficult circumstances, and the setting up of the Presidential Committee to follow up on the Plan of Action to achieve the Summit goals.  I am confident that the existing fruitful collaboration between your Government and UNICEF will continue.  We especially look forward to working with you to boost immunization levels, where some slippage has occurred in the past two years. 


The timely submission of reports to the Committee on the Rights of the Child by all countries present here today will be further evidence of the commitment of this region to the cause of children's rights.  I urge you all to follow up with concrete actions the initial steps being taken towards the preparation of national reports.


Finally, Mr. President, allow me to thank the Government of Chad for hosting this important conference.  I am sure that the children of the participant countries as well as those of Chad join me in this heartfelt thank you. 




