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Remarks by Kul C. Gautam,

Deputy Executive Director, United Nations Children’s Fund 

for the

 Meeting of Leadership from Major Religions

10.00 to 12 noon, Tuesday, 7 May

Venerable Friends,

· This morning we have heard the voices of the world's great religions. The voices of moral conscience and of inspiration. It has been uplifting and challenging and leaves us motivated to move forward with a new determination – a determination that will last long after the Special Session on Children is over.

· Our deeply held and widely shared beliefs must be put to work – as never before – to build a world fit for children. 

· Religions are ideally placed to take real leadership here, pushing for change and for greater investment in children. 

· Religious institutions can be found in every village, town and city, and at every level of society. At least five of today’s six billion people in the world claim religious affiliation, making religion the largest and most organized of civil society structures. 

· Religious communities possess moral assets that are of direct relevance to children and that could be invested in their well-being. Together, they form a vast network that must be mobilized, to the fullest extent, for children.


· Today’s religions are increasingly focused on the dignity of every human being – children and women included. Indeed, children could be the unifying force at the very heart of a multi-religion, moral-based consensus on such issues as poverty, health, education and HIV/AIDS.  
· This has been specifically reaffirmed in para 31 (vii) of the outcome document of the Special Session on Children, which talks about the tremendous outreach of religious and spiritual leaders, and the key role they have to play as front-line actors for children.  This includes “translating goals and targets into priorities for their communities”, and mobilizing and inspiring people to take action in favour of children.

· One example would be the plight of AIDS orphans – children who often face stigma and discrimination, alongside poverty and increased vulnerability to exploitation. Over 13 million children have lost their mother or both parents to AIDS – 95 per cent of them are living in Africa. The number may rise to 30 million within this decade. The deep moral assets of religions can and must be mobilized  to remove the burden of stigmatization from these children. 

· Religions have the most highly developed community-based structures – structures that are already in place and already bringing families together in churches, mosques, temples, synagogues and other places of worship, providing a powerful platform to the interventions that are needed.

· This will require both effort and investment.  The Special Session will provide us with the strategies that are needed, backed by an extraordinary flood of concern and support from more than 90 million people who have pledged to change the world through the “Say Yes” campaign. 

· The Declaration that you have just adopted here today will be a milestone in this process. We at UNICEF are enormously inspired by this Declaration and we pledge to do our part to fulfil its promises in co-operation with the world’s religious communities.

· We have already seen the very positive results and examples of our collaboration with and between religious communities. If this collaboration is strengthened, the returns on our investments in children will be vast – not only for today’s children, but tomorrow’s world.

· Thank you.
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