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»gmall Islands, Big Human Issues:
Commitment to Children in Small Island Developing States”

I am delighted and honoured to have the opportunity to speak
on behalf of Mr. James P. Grant, Executive Director of the United
Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF). Mr. Grant deeply regrets not
being able to make this statement in person; UNICEF's Executive
Board meeting got underway in New York yesterday. He asked me to
thank Prime Minister Erskine Sandiford and the entire government of
Barbados for hosting this major event; and Mr. Nitin Desai,
Secretary-General of the Conference, for the kind invitation to
make a statement. He also asked me to convey his cordial greetings

to all the delegates who have gathered here on this important
occasion.

The Global Conference on Sustainable Development of Small
Island Developing States (SIDS) constitutes a significant landmark
of this decade in the succession of global conferences to mobilize
international efforts to overcome some of the most serious problens
threatening humankind on the threshold of the 21st century: the
downward spiral of mutually-reinforcing absolute poverty, rapid
population growth and environmental degradation.

The 1990 World Summit for Children was the first milestone.
With the end of the Cold War, the first truly global summit meeting
brought together more heads of state and government than ever
before and produced consensus on a set of principles and
strategies, and agreement on an action plan to meet 27 health,
nutrition, education, gender and rights' goals by the year 2000.
Achievement of these goals would, in effect, overcome most of the
worst aspects of absolute poverty for children, give a boost to
economies, slow population growth, ease stress on the environment,
strengthen democracy and improve women's status.
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The second milestone was the 1992 Earth Summit, which focussed
global attention on the need to address the downward spiral of
poverty, overpopulation and environmental degradation in a
holistic fashion. We at UNICEF were most gratified that Agenda 21,
the dynamic blueprint for action that came out of the Rio meeting, .
included all of the goals that had been set at the World Summit
for Children. It also asked governments to ratify and implement
the Convention on the Rights of the Child.

This was in recognition of the fact that pursuing today's low-
cost opportunities to protect the health, nutrition and education
of children and women in the developing countries is one of the
most immediately available and affordable ways of weakening the
grip of poverty, population growth and environmental deterioration.
Interestingly enough, the goals for children are the part of Agenda
21 that is the farthest along in terms of global follow-up.

This Conference builds on the momentum generated by the two
previous gatherings and applies the world's new thinking to
specific concerns that affect small island states. UNICEF strongly
welcomes the opportunities and challenges posed by this Conference
and we are confident that the insights gained here will, in turn,
make valuable contributions towards the International Conference on
Population and Development later this year, as well as the Fourth
World Conference on Women and the World Summit for Social
Development next year -- to all of which UNICEF, as a part of the
UN family, is deeply committed.

Small ¥slands, Big Human Issues: The Challenge in SIDS

UNICEF has long experience in development cooperation with
SIDS and close ties of solidarity with their peoples. This allows
me to draw your attention to issues confronting two basic groups of
island states that are of particular concern to us. We are aware
of the great diversity that exists among the states that are
represented in this Conference. Any generalization runs the risk
of being an over-simplification. However, our experience in
cooperation in 31 such states permits us to make certain
observations concerning their sustainable development.

A first group is made up of about a quarter of the island
countries where the problems of poverty and underdevelopment, as
you know, are particularly acute. These conditions are wreaking
havoc on the lives of children, women and indeed the population at
large. Economic activities in these poor island countries are
limited mainly to subsistence agriculture, fisheries and cash-
cropping. Tourism is a main source of foreign exchange. Most of
these countries are heavily dependent on external aid and
remittances from abroad. Although a majority of the population
lives in the countryside, the number of people in urban centres is
growing rapidly, due mainly to rural-to-urban migration. Isolation
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imposed by distance and poor communication continues to pose
problems.

Under these circumstances, the mortality rates of infants,
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see in the table of key indicators attached to the distribution
copy of my remarks. The main causes of death and illness in

children are acute respiratory infections, diarrhoea, complications
of birth and prematurity, and malnutrition. Inadequate water
supply and poor sanitation remain a serious problem and are
contributing factors to the high incidence of diarrhoeal and other
diseases. Malaria is an endemic problem in many of these
countries, Malnutrition, diet-related disorders and food
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The social environment in these countries is changing rapidly.
The extended family is under stress, with some family members
remaining in the countryside and others mov1ng to cities.
Isclation and alienation are particularly severe in urban areas,
where there tends to be little community or neighbourhood identity.
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But significant progress has been made in a number of the

poorest small island countries in the Pacific as well as in Asia
and Africa. Maldives is a particularly good example of how
pelitical will at the highest levels can contribute to making
spectacular gains in child survival and other areas of human
development, even at low levels of per capita GNP.

The second group of small island developing states are those
that fall 1nto the middle- and hlgh-lncome brackets. In most of
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them, aJ.g:u.LJ.L.cuu.. resources were made available in those countries
for social programmes in the immediate post-colonial era, when the
welfare model was still current, and aid packages were tied to
independence treaties. Over the past 30 years, successive
governments have worked hard to maintain and increase levels of
well-being. In that context, low infant mortality rates and
universal primary education were achieved.

Our host country, Barbados, is an excellent example. In the
1553 Human Development Report issued by the United Nations
Development Programme, Barbados is ranked number one in human
development in the developing world. Its population has achieved
levels of human development comparable to those of many industrial

countries -- in 1life expectancy, child mortality, among other
indicators. '

But, as you know, the context in which this group of better-

off SIDS are operating has now changed, or is changing,
dramaticaily.

Many gains in social development in countries like Barbados,
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Fiji or Mauritius are threatened by wvulnerability to changes in
economic and trade policy in their major partner countries, or by
natural disasters and environmental factors =-- threats over which
they have little control. Their small economic base does not give
them reserves to c¢ushion shocks from these factors, and positive
trends can be reversed in a short period of time.

The challenge to SIDS in this category is, therefore, to
protect past gains by adopting sustainable models for health care
that reach those most in need and are affordable; by addressing
issues such as quality and relevance of education, and by providing
young people with technical as well as social skills so as to
mitigate the effects of changing family structures and community
environments. This represents a challenge to UNICEF and other
bilateral and multilateral partners as well, as we seek new forms
and areas of cooperation in line with new realities.

In those SIDS where meeting basic needs is no longer the

number one problem... where the goal is not merely child survival

but guality of life... we must increasingly turn our attention to
other problems -- some of them relatively new -- that threaten to
undermine past gains and block further progress. We must work

harder for child development -- with emphasis on the most
vulnerable and formative early years -- so that each child is

able to fulfill his or her potential. Children's rights to
protection and participation need to be respected. All youths --
boys and girls -- should learn responsible sexual behaviour and

practice healthy lifestyles. They need to acquire better parenting
skills. Education must be improved and made more relevant so that
youth feel that staying in school is worthwhile, instead of
dropping out and looking for work.

In this world where women continue to be discriminated
agalnst... where violence is on the rise... where racial, ethnic
and rellglous intolerance is tearlng apart the social fabrlc...
where the environment is being depleted and assaulted -- children
and young people must be taught gender egquality; they must learn
how to resolve conflicts peacefully; tolerance and respect of
diversity must be an essential part of their upbringing; and
environmental awareness and activism need to be promoted starting
from childhood. UNICEF welcomes the opportunity to cooperate with
SIDS in the search for solutions to these and other problems.

Investing in sustainable human development

It is c¢lear that development will not be sustainable unless
economic growth is accompanied by equity, and investments are made
to achieve all of the basic human goals for health, nutrition,
education and family planning, as agreed upon at the 1990 World
Summit for Children. Such investments are powerful and affordable
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levers for promoting economic progress, stabilizing populations,
and easing environmental pressures.

To date, governments of 13 island states have drawn up
national programmes of action (NPAs) for reaching the goals.
Another 12 are in the final stages of drawing up such plans. To
the extent that they are decentralized and incorporated into
national development plans and budgets, NPAs can spearhead a new
kind of sccial policy that integrates national and local planning,
with a high degree of community participation.

To accelerate efforts to achieve the year 2000 goals for
children, most countries have also agreed to reach a limited number
of the most practical and affordable goals by the end of 1995.
These mid-decade targets include the elimination of neonatal
tetanus; a 95% reduction in measles deaths; a use rate of 80% for
oral rehydration against diarrhoea; the promotion of breastfeedlng
in hospitals and maternity units; the elimination of guinea worm
disease; the eradication of polic in selected countries and
regions; and the achievement of 80% immunization levels in all
countries that have not yet reached that gocal. Clearly, these
goals will apply to some countries more than others; where targets
have already been reached, countries are setting their sights
achieving higher goals ahead of schedule.

Commitment to Children in SIDS

We at UNICEF feel that the follow-up programme flowing out of
this Global Conference should be clearly based on priorities for
human development that strengthen each country's capacity to combat
the worst consequences of poverty while reducing vulnerability to
global economic shifts, environmental disasters and social
alienation. And we believe that children and women can serve as a
cutting edge of the new development paradigm that is emerging from
the series of global conferences in the 1990s.

Toward this end, UNICEF has several concrete suggestions:

* First, the Convention on the Rights of the cChild should be
ratified by all states. It became international law in 1990
and represents an ethical breakthrough of enormous importance.
In essence, it turns children's basic needs into rights and
says that these needs must be given a "first call" on
society's resources. I am to happy to report that 25 island
states have already become States Parties to the convention.
We feel strongly that the Barbados Declaration and Plan of
Action should take note of this progress and urge the
remaining island states to ratify the Convention without
delay. The landmark World Conference on Human Rights, held
last year in Vienna, called for universal ratification of the
Convention by 1995, and we hope this Conference will add its
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endorsement. Globally, only 33 countries have yet to ratify.
If the goal is achieved, the Convention will be the first
truly universal law in history. But ratification, of course,
is only the first step; increasingly, our focus must be on
implementation of the Convention. In this connection, it is
1mportant to recall that each State Party must report on its
compliance to the Committee on the Rights of the Child two
years following ratification.

* gSecondly, all the SIDS should have national programmes of
action up and running. As I mentioned earlier, NPAs have been
prepared in 13 of the small island developing states and are
nearing completion in 12 others. It is our hope that NPaAs

‘-‘-’ill ha completed in all the SIDS and r:hn-'l'lv Aacontralizad
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and implemented, so that planning and actlon can be
coordinated at both the national and local level. I can think
of no better way to measure compliance with the Convention on
the Rights of the Child than by monitoring progress. toward
achievement of the goals reflected in the NPAs. In fact, the
Committee on the Rights of the Child is looking at each
country s NPA as a yardstick for assessing compliance with
prov131ons relatlng to children's social and economic rlghts
contained inm that global "Bill of Rights" that is the
Convention.

* Thirdly, we urge you to give particular support to primary
environmental care (PEC). It is a new concept that is being
developed to empower communities to meet their basic needs
while preserving the local environment. Children and youth
can be each community's environmental conscience, activists
capable of mobilizing their own families and neighbourhoods in
actions -- large or small -~ that can make a real difference,
especially where the land is small and its riches are scarce.
UNICEF and other agencies have just helped an NGO to issue a
marvelous book, entitled "Rescue Mission Planet Earth" that
shows how much young nnnn'lo can do to save the planet and keep
it human.

* Fourth, we would like to emphasize the need for a grand

alliance of all stakeholders in the pursuit of sustainable

human development. A global partnership of government, civil

society, NGOs, scientific and business communities, and

international agencies is needed to take joint and coordinated

action. The comparative advantage of each must be harnessed
.

.
in a framework of social mobilization for holistic action.

*- Finally, something we call "20/20 vision®. The critical
importance of new resources for human development is, of
course, obvious to everyone here. Together with UNDP, UNICEF
estxmates that 20% of international development assxstance and
20% of government spending needs to be devoted to nutrition,
primary health care, basic education, safe water supply and
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family planning, in order to satisfy the most basic needs
among the poor over the 1990s. But only half as much -- on
average -- is currently allocated for these priority areas.
And yet we know from the experience of the fast-growing Asian
economies, among others, that expenditures on children's and
women's essential needs are among the wisest, highest yield
investments that can be made -- a precondition for sustainable
human develcopment. Therefore, we urge that the "20/20 vision"
concept be incorporated into this Conference's appeal for
additional resources for sustainable human development in the
SIDS.

UNICEF believes that no global social agenda will meet the
test of time if it does not recognize the extent to which children
and women are a powerful lever for progress in all areas of
development.

We have reached a critical juncture in history and can make a
gquantum leap of human progress. The SIDS are playing a vital and
positive role; they deserve greater support from the international
community. This Conference represents an important opportunity and
we must not allow it to slip through our fingers.

Once again, we warmly thank you all for this opportunity to
share our views and concerns.
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