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Mr. President, Distinguished Delegates, Colleagues, Ladies and Gentlemen:

I am very pleased to welcome you to this year’s second regular session of UNICEF’s Executive Board. 

It has been an eventful three months since we last met. 

Mr. President, last week’s terrible airline disaster robbed us of seven cherished colleagues and friends from the UNICEF and UN family – people who were on the front lines of the struggle to make this world a better place for children. 

It will be a long time before UNICEF recovers from the loss of Yves De Roussan, Regional Adviser for our CEE/CIS and the Baltic office, who specialized in youth; of Ingrid Acevedo, the effervescent and passionate public relations director of  the United States Committee for UNICEF; of Pierce Gerety of UNHCR, who had been seconded to UNICEF; and of  the AIDS scientist and crusader Dr. Jonathan Mann and his wife, Dr. Mary Lou Clement, also an eminent medical scientist.

These are bitter pills indeed.

                                                     *    *    * 

Mr. President,  only a short time ago, the idea that the survival and full development of  children could occupy a lofty place on the world’s public and political agenda was scarcely imaginable. Children in need were seen as they had been through much of history  – as objects of charity, hardly on a par with great issues of state like war, peace, the price of  oil and the variable fortunes of the market economy.

Yet in this 50th anniversary year of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the world has come to understand that the fulfilment of child rights and women’s rights is essential to human progress – not only because it is a moral and ethical imperative, but because these rights are the key to the economic and political health of every society. 

The power of these rights is why the Convention on the Rights of the Child has been embraced by virtually every country on earth. 

The Convention is not only a visionary document. We are reminded daily that it is an agreement that works – and its utility can be seen in the everyday use to which I have seen it increasingly being put by country after country, in policy, in practice, and in law. 

Ladies and gentlemen, it is because of child rights, and our rights-based approach to programming, that the world has been able to move ever closer to the goals of the World Summit for Children. 

The evidence of  our success to date is abundant and unmistakable.

But those achievements are only the beginning. They are reason enough for us to heed George Bernard Shaw’s advice, universalised by Robert Kennedy,  that we break ranks with those who merely see things as they are and ask “Why?” – and instead dream things that never were and ask, “Why not?” 

Mr. President, it is not too much to imagine a world where every child’s right to health, good nutrition and quality education, especially for girls, is championed by families, by communities and by governments; 

A world where safe motherhood, gender equality, and adequate water and sanitation are available to all – where millions of  children don’t fall victim to preventable ailments, and diseases like polio are finally eradicated;

A world where special protection is assured for the most disadvantaged and disabled of our children – including those caught up in armed conflict, natural disasters, extreme poverty and all forms of violence; 

A world where child-rearing and nurturing is an ongoing, comprehensive process, and where the right of adolescents to health and development is given the close attention it deserves. 

A world, in short, where the best interests of children always come first.


Distinguished delegates, that world can be within our grasp. It can be ours. And you will see the ways we can seize it in the coming days, from the oral presentations of our Regional Directors  to our Country Programme Recommendations.

There is exciting progress already under way, in every region – much of it the product of the new and expanding alliances for children between and among UNICEF and its partners in government and the UN System and civil society: from NGOs and church, community and grassroots groups to private enterprise. 

The results can be seen in Africa, where countries committed  to health and education are making a difference across that vast continent, in places like the Gambia, where the legacy of the Bamako Initiative is reflected in the sustained success of  child immunisation and in community co-management and financing of health centres. 

Or  in Djibouti, where 90 per cent of the schools destroyed during the three-year civil war have been rehabilitated,  and enrolment levels – for boys and girls – are up dramatically. 


The results can be seen in Asia, where countries like Thailand are working to support community involvement in education, especially for girls – an endeavour that must not be allowed to flag in the face of severe economic hardship.

 They can be seen in the Americas, in places like Colombia, where the voices of children have energised a popular movement for peace and child and women’s rights. 

And the results can be seen in Bosnia and Herzegovina, where immunisation rates are up and school-based rehabilitation programmes are reaching out to children left traumatised, orphaned and disabled by war.


These and other examples from our Country Programme Recommendations speak to the core business of UNICEF, and to what this Organization is all about.


Yet on the edge of the 21st  Century, the obstacles to our work are formidable – and growing ever more so. 


Natural catastrophes like floods, droughts, earthquakes and mass outbreaks of infectious disease all have their human parallels. Lately they have been mirrored in the economic distress in East Asia, Russia and Latin America,  which have already reversed hard-won gains in health, nutrition and education and hurled millions of children and their families back into poverty.  


In many places, pleas to protect children from the effects of severe fiscal austerity have largely fallen on deaf  ears – while the precipitous decline in Official Development Assistance has continued apace, further undercutting the prospects for the fulfilment of child rights,  especially in low-income countries. 


Indeed, despite overall increases in economic growth in the developing world during the 1990s,  we have witnessed a simultaneous rise in economic polarisation and social exclusion, evidenced most dramatically by the deepening of  absolute poverty, which has already swallowed up 40 per cent of all children in the developing world.

In the midst of all this, horrific new civil conflicts have erupted, convulsing numerous places around the globe – and brutalising and scarring countless children caught up in the savagery of armed warfare.

In the Sudan, I witnessed first-hand  the wrenching effects of war and famine on the lives of  that country’s children – while in Afghanistan, the escalating political tensions and corrosive civil strife underscores the urgency of  our rights-based work, especially on behalf of girls and women.


Amid all this, the global scourge of AIDS continues to devastate families and communities in every region, threatening decades of  progress, especially in Africa.

Indeed, the reality of  the AIDS crisis is forcing UNICEF to take a hard look at the implications for our programming in sub-Saharan Africa, where each year brings 7 million new infections, up to a million of them children born HIV-positive – and where 20 to 30 per cent of all children are AIDS orphans.

It goes without saying, Mr. President, that these and other crises – including recent serious threats directed at UN and UNICEF staff – have only added to the burdens and the dangers facing us in the field, and made our work that much more difficult. 

But as our staff members demonstrate, day and day out, we know what needs to be done – not only to confront the spread of suffering and insecurity, but to sustain the progress already made on behalf of the world’s children. 

Distinguished Delegates, you will find an expression of  UNICEF’s unshakeable commitment to children in our Medium-Term Plan, which we will be presenting to you today. 

It is a document that sets out, in clear and compelling language, how UNICEF’s goals and accelerated priorities for children in coming years will generate the added momentum necessary to carry us into the 21st Century – and toward the completion of a new agenda for children beyond the year 2000.

In the Country Programme Recommendations before you, you will also see some new directions for our work, based on our expectations of expanded partnerships with governments, civil society and the private sector – and on our rights-based approach to programming.

All of these elements, Mr. President, are components of a work in progress – a comprehensive blueprint for the future of UNICEF that I will be presenting to the Board at our Annual Meeting in 1999.

This week you will also receive materials that document the consolidated progress that has been achieved through audits. And you will see our proposed draft strategy for mobilising the financial resources we will need to make the fulfilment of child rights a reality.

Distinguished delegates,  the world that I spoke of – a world where the best interests of children come first, and are front and centre in the vision of peace and social progress enshrined in the Charter of the United Nations – that world is truly within our reach. The proof is in the tremendous progress for children already achieved.

But to sustain that progress, to achieve the breakaway velocity necessary to catapult UNICEF and our new vision for children into the coming new century, we something that only you, the Members of the Executive Board, can provide.

 We need your unstinting leadership and support. Without it, Mr. President, the prospects for the world’s children would be bleak indeed.

The coming end-of-decade review of the World Summit for Children offers a wonderful opportunity to assess where we are in relation to the Summit goals – and how  we can best enlist your help in reaching them.

Mr. President, the choice is simple. We can focus all our attention the constraints and obstacles we face in forging a new world for children. 

Or we can focus instead on the dream itself – on the world we want for our children, and what we must do to get there. 

 Distinguished delegates, the cause that unites us requires the broadest imaginable kind of  leadership, starting with that of each of your Governments. 

It will require the commitment and support of the private sector and the continued involvement of non-governmental organizations. 

And it will require leadership for children that represents family and village and community leaders to district officials, women’s organizations, national and even multinational groups – and children themselves. 

 With such alliances, Mr. President, we can truly secure the future of our children – and of all the generations of children to come.


Thank you.
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