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I am very pleased to have this opportunity to address the UN Commission on Human Rights in this, the year of the Commission's 50th anniversary.  Over the past half century, the cause of human rights has made major strides.  The Commission has helped make the dignity and worth of human beings -- individuals and communities -- a matter of global concern and, increasingly, concerted action.  UNICEF is pleased to work closely with the Commission, with the High Commissioner for Human Rights and the Centre for Human Rights in helping to translate the norms and standards of human rights into reality -- starting with the world's children.

UNICEF also celebrates its 50th anniversary this year.  The cause of children -- which is the cause of human rights -- has advanced enormously during this past half century, particularly over the past decade.  Our anniversary theme -- Children First -- reflects the steady rise of children's issues on the world's agenda, the beginning of a major moral and practical shift in the way humankind regards its young.   

1990 was a turning-point.  That year, the first global summit meeting ever held -- the World Summit for Children -- was convened around the principle that children's essential needs should have first call on society's resources.  At that meeting -- the first in the series of global conferences of the 1990s -- world leaders committed themselves and their governments to achieving a set of child‑related human development goals for the year 2000, including targeted reductions in infant and maternal mortality, child malnutrition and illiteracy, as well as targeted levels of access to basic services for health and family planning, education, water and sanitation.  

The Convention on the Rights of the Child came into force in 1990 and today it has been ratified by 187 countries.  Only six countries have not yet ratified, and two of those have indicated their interest in doing so by becoming signatories.  No human rights convention has ever attained such widespread ratification so quickly.   

 But as the distinguished Foreign Minister of Finland noted last week in her statement to the Commission, the almost universal ratification of the Convention on the Rights of the Child does not correspond to practice: "the human rights of the child continue to be grossly violated."  With universal ratification within sight, the focus now shifts to implementation, and I am happy to note that there is considerable activity taking place around the world. 

* First, reporting.  More than 50 governments have already reported to the Committee on the Rights of the Child, often consulting with and involving broad sectors of society in the process.  The Committee has developed innovative working procedures that lend added credibility and legitimacy to the constructive -- and often quite critical -- observations it makes to governments.  While dealing frankly with the problems it identifies, the Committee uses persuasion to motivate States Parties to make the necessary improvements for children.       

* Second, legal action.  At least 15 countries have incorporated the principles of the Convention into their  national constitutions, while more than 35 have either passed new laws or amended existing ones to bring domestic legislation in line with the standards set forth in the Convention.  In several countries, for example, recent laws inspired by the Convention extend national jurisdiction in cases of child prostitution and pornography so that their nationals may be prosecuted for crimes related to “sex tourism” in other countries.  Birth registration mechanisms are being improved in a number of countries to ensure each child’s right to a name and nationality, as well as to facilitate access to basic social services.  

* Third, new structures.  Special commissions bringing together a variety of government ministries, parliamentary committees, NGO coalitions, and national action plans have been established in a large number of industrialized and developing countries -- some at the sub-national as well as at the national level -- to promote, coordinate and monitor implementation of the Convention.  Many countries now have Ombudsman systems to speak out on behalf of children’s rights and hear their grievances.  Some countries have created special units or mechanisms to regularly collect data in order to monitor the situation of children, including violations of their rights.

* Fourth, judicial and penal reform.  Several countries are making changes in their judicial and penal systems to improve protection and rehabilitation of children in conflict with the 

law.  Judges, lawyers, correctional officers, social workers, and law enforcement officers are being trained on the practical application of the Convention.

* Fifth, information and outreach.  Major efforts are underway to raise public awareness regarding child rights and the Convention.  Publication of the Convention, including popular and children’s versions in local languages; inclusion of the Convention in school curricula; production of radio and television programmes, as well as training packages on child rights, are all helping to make the Convention more widely known among adults and children.

* Sixth, advocacy and participation.  Child advocates in many countries now use the Convention as a framework for their efforts to improve the lives of children, and to get governments, communities and families to fulfil their obligations.  Children themselves, in growing numbers, are exercising their right to express their own views, have a say in their own affairs and take part in the life of the community and nation.    

What used to be viewed as needs to be dealt with only when resources were available -- almost as a charitable afterthought -- have now been recognized as rights to be ensured by adult society -- governments, communities, families and individuals -- as a matter of legal obligation, moral imperative and development priority.   Every State Party to the Convention is bound before the international community to act and create the necessary conditions for the survival, protection and development of all children.  But -- and this is an essential “but” -- the Convention calls on States Parties in Article 4 to come to the aid of others “where needed, within the framework of international cooperation”, and in Article 45 it allows for “requests...for...technical advice or assistance” from specialized agencies, UNICEF and other organs of the UN system.  Both rich and poor nations have obligations to meet under the Convention on the Rights of the Child.  In the global village, national responsibility and international solidarity go hand in hand. 

I know that you will agree that this codification of the social contract as it applies to children is of major importance from both a moral and practical standpoint.  It is important more than ever now, when social and economic responsibilities are so often consigned to the vagaries of the market place, when basic social services are being cut back, safety nets are fraying, civil conflicts are proliferating and families and communities are being torn apart in so many countries.   

Could it be that future historians will determine that the cause of child rights became the leading edge for the defense of human rights as a whole, and of the very concept of social solidarity, during the last decade of the 20th century?  I believe the potential exists for child rights to play such a critical role on a global scale.     

The twin principles of universality and indivisibility of children’s rights are among the features that make the Convention unique.  It means that civil, political, cultural, economic and social rights are inseparable and on equal footing everywhere.  But during the drafting process, economic and social rights were the group of rights that UNICEF was most anxious to promote. This was because UNICEF believed that, for the first time in history, the science and technology, the economics and the politics needed for mounting a global attack on child mortality were falling into place -- or rather, could be nudged into place.  This led to the Child Survival and Development Revolution that has saved over 25 million young lives to date.   

The availability of very effective, scientifically sound, low-cost interventions to enhance child survival and development, plus the largely successful experience of implementing these interventions during the 1980s, enabled concrete goals to be framed more clearly in support of some of the rights enshrined in the Convention -- the right to survival, early development, education, health care and social welfare support.  The goals of the World Summit for Children provide benchmarks for measuring progress in implementing the Convention.  And because the goals operate within a specific time‑frame, the Convention is blessed with an immediate applicability to the lives of real children. 

Today, over 100 developing countries, home to more than 90 per cent of the world's children, are making progress towards achieving the year 2000 goals for children.  This progress means that some 2.5 million fewer children will die in 1996 than in 1990 when the goals were set.  Millions more will be spared from disabling afflictions.  It may not be in the headlines or at the top of television news reports, but quietly and steadily, an organized and concerted assault on the impact of poverty on the lives of young children is well underway and making headway in the global village.  A mid-decade review of progress toward the goals will be held next Autumn at the United Nations and it will tell us exactly how far we have come -- and how much further we have to go.  

 But of course, economic and social rights are only half of the equation.  The Convention also establishes that all children are entitled to civil and political rights, and these have been relatively neglected up until now.  They include the right of the child to a name and nationality, to freedom of expression, to participation in decisions affecting his or her well‑being, and to protection from discrimination on grounds of gender, race or minority status, as well as protection from hazardous labour, sexual and other forms of exploitation.  All are linked for the well-being and harmonious development of the child.

When the Child Survival and Development Revolution was launched, many doubted that children's well-being -- the welfare of voiceless, powerless, non-voting children -- could be made into a priority for concerted, global action.  Nor was there a shortage of sceptics  when in 1985 it was decided to quadruple immunization coverage -- from 20 per cent to 80 per cent of the world's children -- in only five years.  Subsequent events proved the doubters and naysayers wrong.  History is showing that extraordinary things can be achieved in the name of children, and that setting concrete goals and deadlines in a framework of international cooperation can galvanize and accelerate actions that otherwise would be pursued by nations and communities separately and incrementally.  That is why follow-up to the World Summit for Children is looked upon as a model for implementing the action plans of the other major global conferences of this decade.  

I come before you to suggest that the time has come -- on the threshold of the 21st century -- to develop action agendas and begin setting goals and establishing deadlines beyond child survival and for childhood into the second decade of life.  Last November, UNICEF's Executive Director Carol Bellamy went before the General Assembly and said that as mass child deaths recede in many parts of the world, we must together confront a new challenge: "survival for what?"

Without for a moment turning our backs on the urgent task of preventing the 12 million child deaths still occurring each year -- deaths largely due to poverty and underdevelopment yet most of them easily preventable -- we must now begin to take on, seriously and globally for the first time, the challenges on the civil side of child rights and, in particular, the so-called protection rights and the many-sided problems facing older children and adolescents.
Child labour... street children... children in war... child sexual exploitation... violence in the home and in the media ... torture and unjust imprisonment... discrimination and violence against girls and children of minority groups -- if only there were a miracle vaccine to cure these ills!  But just because these problems are by their very nature not amenable to technological quick-fixes, we cannot comfort ourselves with the facile argument that we do not have the capacity to address and, over time, overcome them.    

Just as the Child Survival and Development Revolution has dispelled the aura of inevitably that surrounded mass child deaths for most of human history, we must now dispel once and for all the notion that childhood for millions can continue to be hijacked by poverty or the darker side of human nature. 

UNICEF is utterly convinced that these problems have solutions and that the international community must begin to develop a practical agenda, and an acceptable time line, for dealing with them.  How do we decide what is do-able?  The health, nutrition and education goals adopted at the World Summit for Children were not born whole from the brains of the political leaders who attended; they represented global consensus, developed over several years, on what could be accomplished, based on the distillation of  contemporary scientific and medical knowledge, worldwide monitoring and lessons of long development experience.  This is what we must do, as a matter of urgent priority, at both the global and local level, in tackling the new challenges beyond child survival.    

Here again, it is action and progress already taking place on the ground that convinces us that the time is ripe to move to a whole new level of global commitment and effort:

* There is a growing outcry -- along with concrete actions by governments, the private sector and civil society -- against hazardous and exploitative child labour.  UNICEF is strengthening its work with the ILO and a growing number of governments and NGOs on innovative, practical solutions.  UNICEF itself has decided not to purchase anything from or do business with companies exploiting child labour.  There is an emerging consensus that economic globalization must not take place on the backs of children -- it is not in the interest of either North or South, and most importantly, it is not in the best interest of children. 

* Preparations are moving ahead for the first-ever World Congress Against Commercial Child Sexual Exploitation next August, hosted by the government of Sweden and cosponsored by UNICEF and NGO coalitions.  This month, regional preparatory meetings of experts are taking place around the world to ensure that local experiences -- and successful approaches -- are taken into account and fed into the congress.  It is a crime to sexually abuse an individual child and it is no less a crime to profit from child prostitution, child pornography, child trafficking and child sex tourism.  As in the case of child labour, we must address the causes as well as the symptoms of this evil.  In this connection, we look forward to, and will participate in, the discussion on the draft optional protocol to the Convention on the sale of children, child prostitution, and child pornography.

* The UN Study on the Impact of Armed Conflict on Children -- led by Ms. Graca Machel -- is now being prepared for presentation to the General Assembly next December.  It is based on regional expert consultations, field visits, exhaustive research into the legal, humanitarian, health, psychological and other aspects of this complex problem.   UNICEF is closely involved and we have tried to give the issue greater visibility by issuing a 10-point Anti-War Agenda for protecting children caught in armed conflicts.  It includes a call for a total ban on land-mines (UNICEF has decided not to do business with companies having anything to do with their production or sale), and we are naturally fully supportive of the proposed optional protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child that would raise the age of military participation from 15 to 18.  Meanwhile, we are encouraged by the recent public commitment by the Prime Minister of Burundi to protect children in that country’s internal conflict, as well as the embrace of the principles of the Convention on the Rights of the Child by rebel groups operating in southern Sudan -- the first such commitment by rebel armed movements. 

UNICEF itself is evolving under the impact of the Convention.  Our newly-approved Mission Statement says that "UNICEF is guided by the Convention on the Rights of the Child and strives to establish children's rights as enduring ethical principles and interna

tional standards of behaviour towards children."  Soon we will be submitting a paper to our Executive Board on children in need of special protection.  This will have major implications for organizational structure and programmes.  The new attention to children's needs from a rights perspective means that in industrialized countries, as well as in the developing world, UNICEF has become much more of an advocate for children -- injecting a new dimension into the work of our National Committees.  

I would be remiss if I did not pay tribute, before closing, to the work of the Committee on the Rights of the Child.  In a short time, the Committee has become a significant force in the human rights community and a respected voice for the protection of children’s rights worldwide.  It is pioneering new and more effective ways of promoting respect for human rights.  We are particularly gratified, for example, that the members of the Committee place a great deal of emphasis on field visits to see with their own eyes the diverse problems confronting children and efforts being made to solve them.  We are happy to be able to help organize these important trips.  Equally important is the Committee's openness to NGOs, and its effort to promote cooperation between governments and civil society on behalf of children.  We therefore welcome the High Commissioner's Plan of Action to support the implementation of the Convention and the work of the Committee, and look forward to continued close cooperation, together with other UN and non-governmental partners. 

Mr. Chairperson, distinguished Delegates and colleagues.  This century which started with children being little more than the property of their parents, with no legal status or rights of their own, is ending with near universal ratification of the Convention and near universal pursuit of specific, measurable goals to ensure the survival, protection and development of children, in the framework of the Convention.  In arguing for a Child Survival and Development Revolution UNICEF emphasized that the child cannot wait -- that only a brief window of opportunity exists to ensure the healthy growth and development of the young child.  Now I want to stress that it is the global village that cannot wait -- we must urgently address the range of child rights or look forward to a 21st century that will re-enact the mistakes and tragedies of the century that is coming to an end.   

In this year of the 50th anniversary of the Human Rights Commission and UNICEF, together with the entire UN family, let us re-dedicate ourselves to the cause of children, which is the cause of people, which is the cause of peace, democracy and development.

