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to the 5th Summit of The Economic Cooperation Organization
                                         Almaty, Kazakhstan – 11 May 1998


Mr. Chairman, Excellencies, Honoured Guests, Ladies and Gentlemen: 

On behalf of the United Nations Children’s Fund,  let me say what a pleasure and a privilege it is to join you for this 5th Summit  Meeting of the Economic Cooperation Organisation. I  thank the host of the Conference, President Nazarbaev of the Republic of Kazakhstan, for his kind invitation to address this most important gathering. 

Your presence here, and the Agenda you have just adopted, is a testament to the importance of regional development cooperation – including cooperation to ensure the survival, protection and full development of  children. 

For UNICEF, the Economic Cooperation Organisation has proved itself an indispensable partner in the work of promoting and protecting the rights of children and women. And I am gratified to note that all 10 of ECO’s Member States have affirmed the strength of that partnership by ratifying the Convention on the Rights of  the Child, the historic document whose enduring principles guide and illuminate our work on behalf of  children everywhere. 

Mr. Chairman, no human rights treaty in history has been ratified as quickly, or by as many countries, as the Convention on the Rights of the Child.  Its adoption by the United Nations General Assembly in 1989, after a decade of the most painstaking negotiations, and its subsequent formal embrace by 193 countries is a shining example of  the potential for global cooperation in the increasingly distant aftermath of the Cold War.

Every day, we see evidence of the power of the Convention to make a difference in children’s lives – and in the lives of women as well, for child rights cannot be assured unless the rights, role and well-being of women are also assured.

Mr. Chairman, the Convention is making a difference because it  begins with the recognition that child rights are indistinguishable from children’s basic needs – and that the principles it sets forth are the birthright not just of the children who are most easily reached, but of  all children. 

Assuring that birthright is at the heart of  our mission – a mission for which the  continued support of  every ECO Member State is vital, from Afghanistan, Azerbaijan and Iran to Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Pakistan, Tajikistan, Turkey, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan.

Four years ago, the UNICEF-ECO partnership was reinforced with the signing of a comprehensive Memorandum of Understanding. It  was quickly followed up by a series of workshops on such topics as the Expanded Programme on Immunisation, the Baby-Friendly Movement, iodine deficiency disorders and the control of diarrhoeal diseases. 


In addition, a number of ECO countries have now reaffirmed their ratification of the Convention by emphatically committing themselves to its principles while beginning the process of  documenting national progress in implementing them. 

The Government of Kyrgyzstan, for example, recently submitted its first country report on compliance with the Convention, and Pakistan is just completing a comprehensive report of its own.  At the same time, non-governmental organisations like Bobek in Kazakhstan, the Uzbek Children’s Fund, and Meriim in Kyrgyzstan are becoming increasingly involved in monitoring the realisation of child rights. And parliamentarians – including those who attended a recent workshop organised by the Turkmenistan Parliament – are focusing on concrete Convention issues that they themselves must address.

All of this constitutes a promising start. But there is more, much more, to do.

The challenges for the Member States of  ECO are especially daunting because of the extraordinarily rapid pace of change in the region – change that in the last four years alone has contributed to transformations within ECO itself.


Like it or not, we live in an age of increasing interdependency – an era when insecurity and suffering can spread across national borders like wildfire, and when the challenge of  safeguarding the rights of children and women – and, indeed, of all human rights – has never been greater. 

That is why the United Nations and its agencies have developed a combination of strategies, resources and actions aimed at promoting greater development cooperation – including cooperation to promote the survival, protection and full development of the world’s children. 

The United Nations, with its comprehensive, universal mandate, can provide a central forum to address sustainable human development in all its aspects – and help build the consensus needed to achieve it. And it is the United Nations that has the operational potential to address the global imperatives that must be met – from development cooperation and humanitarian relief to peace-building and peacekeeping.

Mr. Chairman, on the eve of the 21st Century, children and their families face a wide range of  persistent and fast-moving dangers. These dangers grow out of poverty, which is deepening in many parts of the world even as the global economy continues to expand; from inequalities of wealth and access to basic services, both within and among nations; and from the steady erosion of many societies’ capacity to maintain social safety nets for the poorest and most disadvantaged.   


UNICEF’s updated agenda for the remaining years of the 20th Century and the beginning of  the 21st will attack these dangers using a new, integrated battle plan. It  draws heavily on lessons we have learned since the 1990 World Summit for Children – whose goals for children’s health, maternal health, nutrition, education and water and sanitation remain the touchstone of our day-to-day work. And thanks to the Secretary-General’s programme of UN reform – as well as  UNICEF’s own enhanced standards of performance and accountability – the UN’s work on behalf of children is being performed with more efficiency, cost-effectiveness and collaborative spirit than ever before.

Collaboration is the key. It has become increasingly obvious that the grave problems confronting humankind on the eve of the millennium cannot be solved by any one country, but must be addressed collectively, by governments as well as civil society, including non-governmental organisations and the private sector. And that, Mr. Chairman, is why this meeting’s emphasis on regional cooperation is so important.

The problems faced by ECO Member States in child and maternal health; the lack of access to quality basic education; and environmental perils ranging from nuclear waste to the scourge of anti-personnel mines – all of these can be effectively addressed through legislation, joint projects and regional cooperation.


ECO has already shown the way. Using undertakings in regional technology transfer and methodology sharing,  some Member States are building capacity to deal with the economic transition as well as to confront regional threats – including natural disasters and those caused by human beings. 

These include the serious environmental problems in the region that are having a direct and terrible effect on child health and development, such as the former Soviet nuclear test site in Semipalatinsk, whose radioactive contaminants are a source of enormous peril; and the ecological disaster area around the Aral Sea, which I recall vividly from my first visit there two years ago. 

It is a source of great pride that UNICEF has been able to help launch a highly effective regional undertaking in the Aral Sea region: the ASPERA initiative, which is helping Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan in such areas as primary care, education, and water and sanitation.  

In some ECO countries, there has been significant progress toward reducing under-5 mortality rates and slowing the rate of  maternal mortality; Iran, for example, has made important inroads in curbing maternal deaths from complications in  pregnancy and childbirth. And in Afghanistan, despite serious constraints, UNICEF has been working with its partners to increase immunisation rates, most recently with National Immunisation Days for polio.

It is particularly fitting, Mr. Chairman, that this city should be the site of  ECO’s Summit Meeting, for it was here – 20 years ago this year – that UNICEF and the World Health Organization launched the International Conference on Primary Health Care – the watershed gathering that affirmed health as a fundamental human right and called for universal, community-based, affordable primary health care for all.

Yet two decades later, there is still an urgent need for joint action to combat common health and nutritional problems – problems that have led, for example, to high anaemia rates among women of child-bearing age and ailments caused by iodine deficiencies. There is also a need to better promote breast-feeding and Baby-Friendly practices in the home as well as in hospitals. 

These are areas that need to be addressed in a variety of ways, including legislation – and regional cooperative action involving the UN and its agencies.

In Azerbaijan, for example, UNICEF and the World Bank are working together to help build and improve health and education systems at the community level. And in parts of Eastern Europe and Central Asia, UNICEF and the Bank are operating a joint data-monitoring project to provide early identification of  social and economic problems, especially those affecting children and women. 


In Turkey, Iran, Pakistan and other ECO countries, important initiatives are under way to improve children’s access to basic education, especially for girls. These efforts are most evident where there is recognition that there is direct correlation between the nation’s social and economic well-being and the status and health of women and girls. 

In Turkmenistan, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan and the other Central Asian Republics, recent figures on basic education show a high rate of enrolment of both girls and boys. 

In Afghanistan, schooling for women and girls is taking place only in informal settings, although we hope that there will soon be a change in this policy – a change that will allow women and girls to fulfil their right to education.

Mr. Chairman, education is an inalienable human right, fully recognized under Islam and guaranteed under the Convention on the Rights of the Child. 

It is also a critical element of safe motherhood – and of citizenship. Education helps ensure the right of  women and girls to speak out about their needs and concerns; to make choices based on full information, free from coercion and violence; to demand accountability from service providers as well as from local and national governments; and to participate fully in social and economic development.


There can be no significant or sustainable transformation in societies unless girls as well as boys receive the education they need to take their rightful place as equal partners in the life of their countries.


Mr. Chairman, the problems of poverty, economic transition – and the civil strife that is endangering peace and stability in some areas – pose enormous challenges for ECO. They are challenges that demand commitments from every national leader. 

But their solution will come far more quickly when national will is combined with regional cooperation  and partnerships with all elements of society. 

It is a vital undertaking – and UNICEF and the international community stand ready to help.


Thank you.
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