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Two days ago, while inaugurating this historic Conference, the Honourable Prime minister of Pakistan reminded us, “The SAARC nations have gathered here to covenant to eliminate the gap that separates the world their children will inherit -- from the world they should inherit.”

Over the past three days, you have worked together to see what further needs to be done to narrow this gap; what types of priorities, Strategies and resources are necessary for the purpose; and how the governments and peoples of the SAARC countries will achieve this historic goal.

UNICEF is aware of the human development policies in the Region, and your determined efforts to translate them into practice against various obstacles.  I have listened to your deliberations carefully and am deeply impressed by the contents of the Rawalpindi Resolution.  We in UNICEF are glad at the outcome of the collective will you have demonstrated in moving towards the goals for children for the year 2000, and the bold vision you have outlined for the first decade of the new century.  Let me congratulate you, Mr. Chairman, and the Governments of all the SAARC countries, for you solidarity with children.

It has been our privilege to work with you in these momentous days, as also over the past decade.  You may be sure that we continue to offer you our partnership as you move forward from Rawalpindi.

Let me also avail of this opportunity to make a few observations.

We are happy that you have decided to jointly tackle the single biggest problem of the young child in South Asia, namely malnutrition.  What is new is your initiative towards a strategic, scientific, and fully participatory approach to the problem.  Let me assure you that UNICEF is, as always, with you to assist in whatever ways possible, in overcoming young child malnutrition in the decade ahead.

You are already moving towards free, compulsory and universal primary education -- with particular emphasis on girls’ education and without neglecting early childhood learning and development.  Again, the variety of successful approaches in their Region have one thing in common -- increasingly, they are child-centred, women-led, and community-managed.  Your concern for quality is the assurance of learning achievement, as access increases at a faster rate than ever before.

Four years ago, in Colombo -- in commitment to the dignity of all children, and to liberate their potential -- you decided collectively to take stops to eliminate child labour.  In Rawalpindi, you have carried you determination further forward.  Agreement on time-bound goals is important to accelerate the ending of child labour, hopefully well before the target date now set. 

I shall not recount all the other commitments you have made to transform the situation of children in particularly every dimension of development.  This particularly includes strengthened action for child survival and reducing maternal mortality.  Let me note with pleasure the continued priority you accord to the girl child, to the adolescent girl and the young woman, in all child-related policies and programmes.

We can all see a distinct transition in South Asia -- from isolated to integrated programmes, from centralised direction, to trusting and supporting the communities and families to act on their behalf; from government-controlled efforts to social partnerships; from a linear approach to basic services to rights-based approach to meeting children’s needs.

Once again South Asia is showing how development of children, as a matter of their right and the obligation of the State and society -- is the surest way too reduce the burden of poverty.

Finally, all of us in UNICEF are delighted at your consensus to dedicate the coming decade as the Decade of the Rights of the Child.  I am sure preparations will start, in individual countries and by SAARC, to give meaning and substance to this vision.

I believe that South Asia has the resources -- human, financial and technical -- for achieving what you have set out to achieve.  Only, the allocative priorities must change towards the victories of peace, in support of our greatest hope -- the child.

The international community must equally respond to the need for greater investment in children, particularly in South Asia.

I extend the best wishes of Carol Bellamy, UNICEF Executive Director, at the successful conclusion of your deliberations.  Let me express my sense of gratitude as well as pleasure at the hospitality extended by the Government, people and children of Pakistan to me during this memorable Third SAARC Ministerial Conference on Children.

