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I am very pleased to bring to you, and to the children of South Asia, greetings from UNICEF's Executive Director, Carol Bellamy, who sends her wishes for a successful meeting.  I am delighted to be able to participate in this important conference, which is taking place in the year that marks the 10th anniversary of SAARC and SAARC's Process for Children, and the year of UNICEF's 50th anniversary.

South Asia remains high on the UNICEF agenda.  UNICEF has been represented in South Asia since 1949 as a modest but steadfast partner in social development.  Happily, our mission coincides with the scope of the historic enterprise of SAARC on children's behalf.

We have before us a challenging task in the coming few days: to convince our children and all concerned with children that we are not satisfied; that we want to do more -- and the best -- for our children.  We know that the rest of our journey toward the year 2000 goals for children is more complex and difficult than the path we have trod so far; and that doing business as usual will not take us there.

Today, it is my privilege to share with you a few thoughts on how we in UNICEF perceive your progress towards the goals you have set for children; towards fulfilling their human rights which you have ratified; and towards your own vision for the children of South Asia as you leave one era and enter another.

The SAARC region remains broadly on course towards its social goals for children:
* Infant mortality has fallen steadily since the early 1980s, although national rates vary considerably.  Child mortality follows a similar trend.

* Guinea-worm disease has been practically eliminated from the two affected countries.

* Immunization coverage, having reached over 80 percent by 1990, has been sustained or increased in four SAARC countries, while three others are still trying to sustain the effort.

* Achieving a polio-free South Asia is a distinct possibility by the year 2000 but this will require unprecedented will and synchronized action through SAARC​wide immunization days.  Similar extra efforts will be needed to eliminate neonatal tetanus and bring measles fully under control.

* Young child malnutrition remains a formidable challenge.  UNICEF's latest Progress of Nations report revealed that South Asia's children today are nutritionally much worse off than those of sub-Saharan Africa.

* Universal salt iodization by 1995 -- one of the goals set at the Colombo Ministerial Conference in 1992 -- is not quite achieved, but considerable progress has been made and it is within reach.  The vitamin A target is also achievable but will require renewed determination.  Iron deficiency anaemia still remains widespread.

* Use of oral rehydration therapy to prevent diarrhoeal deaths -- pioneered in this region -- has greatly increased, but the gap between awareness and actual practice remains a problem, particularly in the larger countries.

* After dramatic improvements in access to safe water during the 1980's, many parts of the region are now facing new problems -- decreasing levels of underground water, seasonal availability in existing wells, and uneven water quality -- problems that must be addressed if progress in this vital area is to continue.

I want to emphasize three particularly thorny areas where special attention needs to be focused if our goals are to be reached: young child malnutrition; the need for high quality, universal primary education, preceded by improved early childhood development, and a sanitary and hygienic environment.
Other important challenges are women's health, particularly maternal mortality,, protection of children from sexual exploitation -- which will be addressed at the World Congress Against the Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children in Stockholm next week -- and the care, protection and participation of adolescents to enable them to reach their full potential and play a positive role in society.

Each of these aims requires, to a greater extent than the other goals, the application of an approach to development that is more holistic than the conventional one.  Such an approach allows people themselves to be the agents of change.  It would bring together all the relevant resources in society in support of children and people in need, as both an ethical norm and a political priority.  Underlying this effort would be a 

scientific analysis and understanding of the inter-related causes of severe child deprivation and, therefore, of the integrated, inter-sectoral solutions that are required to tackle them.

In fact, such an approach is not new to South Asia.  Over several decades, many vibrant voluntary groups have repeatedly demonstrated its validity.  The methods and lessons from their efforts are documented and known.  The impulse of empowering people and communities to help themselves must be nurtured and assisted to spread across all of society.

Fortunately, there is a very strategic factor working in favour of this happening.  There is greater understanding today that respect for human rights -- particularly of women and children -- can make all the difference to the development process.  And it is now widely recognized that child rights are not secure unless women's rights are also realized.

We must continue to focus on improving the situation of girls and women in the region, taking into account the SAARC Decade Plan for the Girl Child and its national adaptations, while establishing operational links between the two powerful instruments of international law addressing the rights of children and women: the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) and the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW).

After all, the goals set for children by SAARC, by the 1990 World Summit and by each country in this and other regions, represent the basic needs of children.  These needs have been politically accepted as valid claims on society and transformed into legally binding, universal human rights.  Achievement of the goals is necessary but not sufficient for the fulfilment of rights.  The challenge therefore is to achieve the goals through a rights-based development strategy, so that people can increasingly take charge of their own lives.  This must start with children -- who are the most vulnerable, as well as the key to our collective future.

Nowhere is the dimension of child rights more relevant than in efforts to eradicate hazardous or exploitative child labour.  Four years ago, SAARC took a bold and timely decision "to eliminate child labour in an accelerated and progressive manner".  In spite of the vested interests that cloud this issue, it has gained momentum.  It is increasingly seen as an issue of human rights -- every child's right to education, to healthy development, and to be free from exploitation.  If new generations of children are not to be condemned to poverty -- on the pretext of helping their families but actually depressing adult employment and wages -- these rights must be secured, if not overnight, then soon.

The time has come to assess the gains that have been made, but particularly to own up to and analyze our shortfalls in order to take corrective action.  A close analysis of our performance during the current decade reveals that the goals that South Asia has been able to make most progress toward are those which depend more on technology-driven strategies.  The others -- like sanitation, nutrition, education, and restoring childhood to those denied it -- depend for success on more complex and difficult approaches -- on people-driven strategies.  These involve social education, organization and action, and depend on changes of mind and heart, of people's attitudes and behaviour.  Complex challenges such as these are now squarely and unavoidably on political and social agendas in every region, in every country, North and South -- and South Asia is no exception.

UNICEF and SAARC have been discussing three important regional initiatives in the past few months.  Specifically, what is proposed is:

* the launching of a vigorous new SAARC initiative to combat child malnutrition.  This effort would include the early adoption of SAARC regional codes regulating Marketing of Breastmilk Substitutes and on Young Child Nutrition; and a SAARC regional ban on trading non-iodized salt.

* second, the adoption of the final recommendations of the SAARC Meeting on Girls in Especially Difficult Circumstances, held in Colombo last year, which calls for stern measures to stop cross-border trafficking of children.

* and third, the launching of SAARC-wide Immunization Days to eradicate Polio from the region.

Such efforts, based on the momentum you have already created, would give a major boost to SAARC's drive during the second half of this decade to achieve the year 2000 goals.

We trust that you will not only endorse these three initiatives wholeheartedly, but also will make their impact seen soon on the smiling, innocent faces of South Asia's children.

UNICEF wishes you the greatest success.

