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Lord Attenborough, Distinguished Guests, Colleagues, Ladies and Gentlemen:

It is an astonishing commentary on our times that on the threshold of the 21st Century, roughly 1 out of every 6 adults cannot read or write.  

In an increasingly globalised economy, driven by information-based technologies and ferocious competition, nearly a billion people, two-thirds of them women, have come of age without the skills to fill out a simple application form – much less use a telephone or operate a computer.
They are the world’s functional illiterates – and their numbers are rising, swelled each year by tens of millions of children who are reaching adulthood without the benefits of a basic quality education.

Two-thirds of these children are girls, many of whom have been denied an education solely because of their gender.

It is a situation that many would call tragic. 

But illiteracy on a global scale is more than tragic – it is wrong, and it is dangerous. 

Indeed, the consequences of  the denial of education, especially for girls and women, are devastating – and even life-threatening.  

Why this is so – and what can and must be done about it – is the focus of The State of the World’s Children 1999, the comprehensive report by the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) that I am pleased to present to you today.

Ladies and gentlemen, mass illiteracy exists because the world has failed to make good on its commitment to ensure the right of basic primary education for every child. Moreover, on the eve of the new century, the obstacles to meeting that commitment are becoming ever more difficult to surmount. 

With the approach of the 21st Century,  it is increasingly easy to understand why social theorists have long described the course of modern history as a race between education and catastrophe. 

The increasing gulf between rich and poor, population pressures, environmental degradation, the menace of HIV/AIDS and other diseases, increased accessibility to weapons of mass destruction – all are serious global threats whose future course will be determined by our success – or lack of it – in providing basic quality education for all.

Ladies and gentlemen, the right to education is proclaimed in agreements ranging from the Convention on the Rights of the Child – history’s most universally embraced human rights instrument – to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights – the landmark document whose 50th anniversary we will celebrate just two days from now.

But education is not only a fundamental human right – it is also the soundest investment in a peaceful and prosperous future that we can make for our children, especially girls. 

Ladies and gentlemen, we know more and more about how to make that investment work. 

In recent years, there has been a virtual explosion of knowledge about how to ensure universal primary education. 

This includes a growing consensus on new approaches to teaching and learning –  approaches designed to implement the goals of the World Declaration on Education for All, the blueprint for basic education that was proclaimed eight years ago in Jomtien, Thailand.

A essential component is early child care and early education, an approach designed to give children the best possible nurturing, health care and nutrition in their first years of life, so that their minds and bodies will be ready when they are old enough for primary education. 

Now it is up to governments  to show real leadership and political will – and to produce the financial resources necessary to launch effective educational programmes. 

Continued inaction will only produce more of the unfortunate statistics that you will find in The State of the World’s Children 1999.

 They include these facts: 

( That some 21 per cent of  children of primary-school age are not in school – about 130 million children, two-thirds of them girls 


( That an estimated 250 million children work, and that as a result many of them do not attend school.


(  That about 150 million children who begin primary education never reach the 5th grade. 

 
( And that millions of children who do go to school are in situations that not only crush their curiosity and initiative, but are unfriendly, ill-equipped and even unsafe. 

Ladies and gentlemen, guaranteeing the right of basic education is not simply a matter of bringing children and teachers together. The quality of that education is crucial. 

 Basic quality education equips children with the skills to make decent lives for themselves as active and involved citizens – to work productively, and to assure the health and welfare of their families, including the supportive and harmonious home life that all children need.

Basic education is the key to easing violence, and to promoting greater financial and social stability for societies and families alike. 

Children who receive a basic quality education tend to grow up better able to manage conflict, respect differences in others, and to work toward common goals. 

There is no better way to promote mutual understanding among cultures, classes, and nations – understanding not only of what divides us, but of  what all of us share as human beings. 

The implications for international peace and security are obvious.

At the same time, basic education is the single most important intervention in the fight to eliminate hazardous and exploitative forms of child labour, including sexual exploitation. 

And for children traumatised by violence and armed conflict, including child soldiers, education is a vital source of healing and rehabilitation.

Indeed, basic education has the power to save lives as surely as any vaccine. 

Educated mothers and fathers who understand the vital importance of such matters as health care and nutrition, and clean water and adequate sanitation, can help minimise the incidence of illness and death in their families. 

As The State of the World’s Children points out,  there is a direct correlation between basic education and child mortality rates.

 For example, a 10 per cent increase in the enrolment of girls in primary school has been shown to translate into a decrease in infant mortality of  4.1 deaths per thousand. 

Our report also shows that when education is widely available, especially to girls and women, rates of child malnutrition, maternal mortality and fertility all decline significantly. 

This is because girls who receive a basic quality education tend to take better care of themselves – and their children. They are also inclined to marry later, have fewer children, and are generally in a position to resist exploitation and to participate in development – often as leaders and decision-makers. 

It was with these benefits in mind that the 191 countries that ratified the Convention on the Rights of the Child committed themselves to making free primary education compulsory and available to all. 

At the same time, they pledged to encourage cooperation to combat illiteracy and ignorance, and to facilitate access to scientific and technical knowledge and to modern teaching methods – all with special reference to the urgent needs of developing countries. 

Ladies and gentlemen, the cost of meeting those commitments has been estimated to be an additional $7 billion a year over the next decade. 

Seven billion dollars is less than is spent each year on cosmetics in the United States – or ice cream in Europe.

And the total education spending package of  $70 billion is less than one tenth of what the world spends militarily in just one year.  

By ratifying the Convention on the Rights of the Child, States have affirmed the vital and unique role of education in building a better future for the world’s children.

It took the better part of half a century – but the fundamental  right to education proclaimed in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights is now fully acknowledged. 

It is long past time that we made that right a reality in the life of every child.


                                                *    *    *

My colleagues and I would be happy to take your questions.
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