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This is an historic and happy occasion.  On behalf of the United Nations Children's Fund and children everywhere, I thank Ambassador Albright and the government of the United States for signing the Convention on the Rights of the Child.  


This action is imbued with weighty moral and practical significance for children and the evolution of human rights in general.  Children everywhere urgently need a "Bill of Rights" that is respected by the adult world.  But for us in UNICEF it is made even more meaningful and poignant by the fact that this signing is so closely associated with Jim Grant, our Executive Director for 15 years, who died on 28 January.  


Many of us in UNICEF, in NGOs and governments were deeply moved at last Friday's celebration of Jim Grant's life at the cathedral of St. John the Divine, when First Lady Hillary Clinton made the extremely welcome announcement in the presence of the Secretary-General.  In doing so, she noted that one of Jim's greatest hopes was that the world community would embrace the Convention as a "statement of principle guiding us into the next century".


Jim, UNICEF and UNICEF's Executive Board made universal ratification of the Convention one of the mid-decade goals to be achieved by the end of this year -- in homage to the UN on its 50th anniversary.  This goal was endorsed by the World Conference on Human Rights in Vienna in 1993.  In recognition of the global importance of the United States -- and as an American -- he placed great importance on getting the United States on board.


In an article he published in Foreign Policy magazine in the Summer of 1993, Jim Grant wrote:


"Few actions would have more immedi​ate impact than the signature and ratification this year of the historic Convention on the Rights of the Child. President Bill Clinton's signature of the convention and its submission to the U.S. Senate for early ratification (as has been urged by bipartisan leadership) would send an important message to the world, bringing the rights of children close to becoming humanity's first universal law."


U.S. signature indicates the intention to embrace the Convention, and it is an important first step in the formal process toward ratification.  With the U.S. signing, a total of 177 countries have either signed or ratified the Convention.  Of that number, 169 have already formally ratified the Convention, making it the law of their lands.  Only a handful of countries -- 21 to be exact -- remain on the list of those who still need to ratify the Convention, and we believe that it is still possible to achieve the goal of universal ratification by the end of this year.


No other binding international treaty has been embraced by so many countries so quickly.  This reflects what Jim Grant called a "tectonic shift" toward a new ethic that places the rights and needs of children at the centre of social concern and responsibility.  It is recognition that the State exists to serve the individual, not the other way around.  We need to nurture and nudge along this shift, for other, darker forces are still strong and active around the world, pushing back against progressive change.


It's wonderful that here today are representatives of NGOs who embody the best of progressive change.  Many have played a role in encouraging the United States to embrace the Convention, among them the Children's Defense Fund, Save the Children, InterAction and Results -- and in particular, the U.S. National Committee for UNICEF.


So once more, thank you Ambassador Albright.  May I ask you to convey to President Clinton and First Lady Hillary Rodham Clinton our gratitude for taking this action.  As I said last Friday, I am sure that Jim Grant is looking down from on high -- with a big smile -- witnessing this signing ceremony and saying: "Whoever said that universal signing and ratification is not possible?" 




