
                                                                                                            Check Against Delivery

         STATEMENT BY CAROL BELlamy

        EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR OF THE UNITED NATIONS CHILDREN’S FUND 

  TO AFRICA LEADERSHIP CONSULTATION: 

URGENT action for childRen on the BRINK

Johannesburg – 9 September 2002

Mr. Chairman, Excellencies, Distinguished Delegates:

It is a pleasure – and a privilege – to join you for this vitally important meeting.

We are here to devise a vastly expanded emergency response to what is arguably the most neglected crisis spawned by the HIV/AIDS pandemic – the increasingly desperate plight of orphans and other children affected by HIV/AIDS – and the growing threat that the situation poses to transnational peace and security, especially in sub-Saharan Africa.
All of you are proven leaders who have addressed this crisis from a multitude of perspectives – as politicians, religious leaders, scientists, human rights defenders, development specialists, NGOs, and so on. And each of you brings to the table a breadth of experience and a level of expertise to match.

My Friends, that is why I have the highest hopes for these two days in Johannesburg.

We need to reach a solid consensus on actions that must be taken within the next 12 months to fulfil the rights and needs of HIV-AIDS-affected children, in line with the goal that was set at the General Assembly Special Session on AIDS in June 2001 – and reaffirmed this past May at the GA Special Session on Children. 

Reaching that consensus will not be easy, for it requires fresh thinking, freed of the shackles of organisational positions.

It requires, in short, what Nelson Mandela asked of us two years ago in Durban, when he stood before the 13th International AIDS Conference and exhorted us to move from rhetoric to action. 

That means mobilising leadership, partnerships, and resources in support of actions that will truly make a difference – a difference not just in plans, new institutions, or activities undertaken, but in the lives of children. 
Mr. Chairman, the children we are talking about include more than 13 million orphans – a figure equivalent to the total number of children living in the United Kingdom. And as I learned recently in the course of a sobering six-nation journey through southern Africa, the vast majority of these 13 million are in sub-Saharan Africa, where, at current infection rates, their numbers may top 25 million or more by the year 2010. 

The implications of this are monstrous. The profound trauma of losing a mother or both parents has devastating long-term implications, not only for a child’s well-being and development, but for the stability of communities – and, ultimately, nations themselves. 

By creating millions of orphans and killing the very men and women vital to the functioning of society, HIV/AIDS strangles development as it sows the kind of political instability that can lead to strife and outright war.

Wandering groups of children are an increasingly common sight in sub-Saharan African communities – children growing up without the care, love and protection of adults, who are hungry, malnourished, denied their right to basic education – and ultimately marginalised by society.

Disconnected from societal norms and increasingly vulnerable to violence, sexual exploitation and political opportunism, children and young people easily turn to crime and armed conflict as a mode of survival. We need only to look at the ease with which unhappy or insecure children can be recruited as child soldiers to appreciate the dangers.

To make matters worse, HIV/AIDS is decimating the ranks of people who have the skills necessary to help save these children. Teachers and health workers are dying in unprecedented numbers – in some countries much faster than replacements can be trained – and scarce development resources are being diverted to provide care and support for the sick and dying.

What is needed is a unified and targeted strategy that will protect, respect, and fulfil the rights of all orphans, whether their situation is a result of armed conflict or HIV/AIDS.

Mr. Chairman, we need not dwell for long on the failure to recognise the crisis for the profound threat that it is – and to mount a major developmental and humanitarian response. But it is clear that it is a collective failure of leadership – by politicians, governments, civil society, and the international community. 

No doubt there are many explanations – failure to understand the complex and long-term data; misplaced priorities; a reluctance to acknowledge responsibility, a sense of shame; a lack of resources. However instructive, they must no longer be used as an excuse for inaction – and for reconstituting the long-running conspiracy of silence that helped fuel the explosive spread of the virus.  

At the same time, we must also confront a second wall of silence – a silence that keeps the majority of young women in developing countries in ignorance over how to protect themselves from HIV/AIDS; that makes it possible for millions of children orphaned by AIDS to be stigmatized and shunned, forced out of their homes and schools, and denied the very information and health care that can help them protect themselves from the virus.

Mr. Chairman, this second wall of silence exists because of our discomfort to acknowledge the disease and the factors that drive it; our reluctance and hesitation to educate our young about sexuality and the dangers of growing up; and because of our failure to dispel the stigma and counter the discrimination surrounding it. 
Mr. Chairman, the vast humanitarian crisis unfolding in much of southern Africa tells us two things: that we need to reinvigorate the Global Movement for Children on the African continent; and that we cannot succeed without directly, honestly and boldly addressing HIV/AIDS.  

In all of this, broad-based leadership remains the key – leadership that unites politicians, government, NGOs and civil society, the media, religious organisations, academics, women’s groups and human rights activists, and children and young people themselves behind the dream of a strong and stable Africa, a continent that protects, nurtures, and invests in its most precious natural resource, her children.


Clearly we must ensure that the rights and needs of HIV/AIDS-affected children are addressed in all development planning and action. 

And as Graça Machel has pointed out, all these children – but especially those who have lost one or both parents – need the support of their communities. 

Not only do they require food, shelter and ready access to health services and education, but emotional support and family and community-based care.

Immediate concerns such as homelessness, malnutrition and protection from exploitation must also be addressed, along with basic education, medical care, legal protection and vocational opportunities, to say nothing of recreation. Community-wide counselling is needed to prevent and help eliminate discrimination and exploitation.

 And children also need space to express themselves and be involved in decisions that affect their lives.   

For now,  UNICEF remains convinced that until an effective medical remedy is found, there is only one effective tool for curbing HIV/AIDS – and that is education, especially for girls. It is a refrain I heard repeatedly during my southern Africa trip, especially from parents.

 There is growing public recognition that educated girls are a boon to society because they grow into educated women – women are more likely to be healthy, to have smaller families, to have healthier and better educated children – and who will better understand the menace of HIV/AIDS and how to address it. 

Mr. Chairman, only education can equip girls with the confidence to make the most of their abilities; that help change attitudes about violence while promoting equality; and that can put young women on a path to economic and social empowerment.

Only education can empower girls and boys alike with the knowledge they need to protect themselves and their communities.

Only education can combat the discrimination that helps perpetuate the pandemic. 

That is why UNICEF is challenging governments, local leaders, teachers and young people to help transform schools and education systems into hubs of activity and enterprise in the battle against HIV/AIDS – centred not only on reading and writing, but on preventing the spread of the disease while supporting orphans and others affected by it – and strengthening the communities where they live.

This means using schools to promote more youth participation and commitment; more services aimed at youth; more parental involvement; more education and information, not only for young people but for families and communities; more protection for girls, orphaned children, and young women; and more partnerships with people with HIV and AIDS.

Mr. Chairman, Excellencies, Distinguished Delegates: 

It is impossible to hear Nelson Mandela speak about HIV/AIDS without harkening back to the titanic struggle that defined his life. The conquest of apartheid was a shining affirmation of faith in fundamental human rights – and in the dignity and worth of the human person. 

More than anything else, it was a victory for children, and for the future. And it was, in the end, a testament to the power of courage and commitment – and to the transforming effects of global solidarity.

The struggle against HIV/AIDS will require no less. 
My Friends, each of us has the power to help make the world a better place for children – a place where every child can grow to adulthood in health, peace and dignity. Your work here in Johannesburg is a testament to what we can achieve when that power is put to work. 

Thank you.
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