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      Use Child Convention to Foster Universal Human RightsPRIVATE 

           By James P. Grant, Executive Director, UNICEF

     Some pessimistic "curtain raisers" in the press are suggesting  that the World Conference on Human Rights, being held in Vienna,  14‑25 June, is heading for "failure". They cite differences  between developing countries and the West over priorities, the  former emphasizing social and economic rights, especially that of  development aid, the latter singling out political and civil rights  with an increasing tendency to make assistance contingent on  adoption of democracy and the encouragement of these particular  human rights.  More optimistic appraisals, however, point out that the very fact that the meeting is taking place, the first time it has been possible to hold such a conference in the 25 years since the last such meeting in Teheran, Iran, is an achievement in itself, an achievement directly traceable to the end of the cold war, during which the East supported social and economic rights and the West political and civil rights, to such an extent that dialogue was impossible. The East‑West confrontation has largely gone and, at the same time, many Third World countries have begun to retreat from the single‑party political system modelled on those formerly  espoused in the East. Democracy may not yet be universal, but  there is no doubt it is fashionable.  Both the pessimists and the optimists have, as always, their points. For myself I prefer to join neither one side nor the  other, and instead take what I believe is the practical approach.       


So far, lost in the pre‑conference debate, is a reference to  the one nearly‑universally accepted international code that  combines both social and economic rights as well as civil and  political rights. This is the United Nations Convention on the  Rights of the Child which came into force in September 1990 and  could soon become the first universal code of rights in history.  Already it has been ratified by more countries than any other human rights treaty, 138 countries as of June 1993. It has also been  signed by another 23 countries, an indication of their intention to  be legally wed to its principles. It went into force with the  required number of ratifications within nine months of its adoption by the United Nations General Assembly, the fastest international  response to any human rights treaty. Given this response, UNICEF,  the United Nations Children's Fund, has confidently targeted 1995  for ratification by virtually all countries. (The largest  countries yet to adhere ‑ and several have signed their intention  of so doing ‑ are the United States, Japan, the Netherlands,  Greece, Iran, Turkey, Morocco, Iraq, Malaysia and some of the Asian  States of the former Soviet Union.)  The great breakthrough of the 54‑article Convention was its  guarantee, for the first time in one instrument, of social and  economic as well as civil and political rights. This precedent  should stimulate the human rights consensus in this post‑cold war  Conference. It would be particularly appropriate for the  Conference to chart the way to a strengthened human rights code by endorsing precise monitoring and measuring procedures for  implementation of the Convention on the Rights of the Child ‑ not  only in relation to specific indicators such as quantifiable  measurements for vaccination, primary school enrolment and  reduction of infant mortality, but also in diminishing and then  ending sexual exploitation and abuse of children and ensuring their  protection in times of war. In the civil disturbances of recent  years it has not been uncommon for ll‑year‑old boys to be coerced  into military service or for the systematic rape of young girls to be promoted as a terror weapon to encourage forced migration.       


Today the world has a series of goals for children that can  serve as a benchmark for many of their social rights. These are  the goals and strategies adopted by the World Summit for Children  in 1990, to be achieved by the year 2000.  They establish  quantifiable targets in such areas as child health, nutrition and  education. Every ratifying nation is required to report its  efforts to reach the Convention's goals within two years; these are  then reviewed by the United Nations Committee on the Rights of the  Child.  It is also necessary that governments and the United Nations  seek out and listen to the views of children and youth about the circumstances under which they live and to involve them in decision making.  Such countries as Costa Rica, Ecuador and Jamaica have in recent months sponsored "children's parliaments" to hear these views. It is to be hoped that governments will include child  representatives in their national delegations to the World  Conference on Human Rights. 


At the Conference, it should be made clear that stepped‑up  action for children in relation to the Convention can help  alleviate poverty and boost economic development everywhere, slow  opulation growth, relieve environmental stress, improve the status  of women and strengthen democracy. Using children's rights as a  cutting edge, building on the global consensus that already exists  egarding those rights can ensure that human rights for all will be  strengthened. I believe that placing the emphasis at the  Conference on children and on achieving the year 2000 goals of the  World Summit for Children would contribute more to international  peace and security, and more to democracy and development, more to  reventing crises and conflicts, in a shorter period of time and at  a far lower cost than any other set of practical, achievable  actions as we approach the 2lst century. And the Convention on the  Rights of the Child is the obvious blueprint for building a new  universal achievement of human rights through the Vienna World  Conference.  This would be appropriately so, for, as an African proverb  says so well, "The world was not left to us by our parents ‑ it was  lent to us by our children." 

