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On behalf of the United Nations Childrens Fund, let me say what a great pleasure it is to join you on this splendid occasion. It has been some time since a UNICEF Executive Director last visited Down Under -- but I cannot imagine a more opportune moment to join you in addressing the two most urgent economic issues of our time: poverty and the future of the worlds children.

Poverty and childrens well-being are always timely subjects. But they are even more so now because of  the economic turmoil in East and South-East Asia. The crisis, which originally burst forth in the financial sector, has since rapidly become an economic and social threat that has put the poor and most vulnerable of the region -- especially women and children -- at enormous risk.

Today I want to discuss that risk -- and what UNICEF and its partners in government, civil society and the UN System are doing to confront it. This is a matter of immense importance, not only for the region and its children, but because the experience -- however harrowing for those most affected -- may offer important lessons for the future. 

The Asian crisis is the most dramatic demonstration yet of a unique feature of human existence in the late 20th Century: the stunning speed with which insecurity and suffering can spread. 

With the world growing ever more interdependent,  the old historical saw about how one countrys sneeze could give another a cold now seems a bit quaint. In 1998, with the awesome power of the global financial markets, were only too aware that a sneeze can set off  a conflagration. 

The crisis in Asia, which hit like a proverbial bolt from the blue, may well be a model for the kind of wildfire threats to children and their families that we will have to confront in coming years. That is why UNICEF is now deeply engaged in developing  a new agenda for children -- an agenda that will help us address both the unfinished business of  the 20th Century  and the fast-moving dangers likely to face children in the 21st. 

These dangers grow out of  the persistence of  poverty, which continues to engulf millions of children even as the global economy continues to swell; deepening inequalities of wealth and access to basic services, both within and between nations; and the erosion of  social safety nets for the poorest and most vulnerable. 

Children are at once the greatest hope and the greatest treasure of every society. Yet because of their vulnerability, they  bear a disproportionate burden of poverty. The deaths of 12 million young children in developing countries, year in and year out, stand as stark testimony to that fact.  

Yet only three decades ago, the under-five death rate was twice as high. That decline is just one measure of how far we have come in ensuring the protection of childrens rights, meeting their basic needs  and expanding their opportunities to reach their fullest potential. 

Indeed, the world has witnessed more gains against poverty in the last 50 years than in the last 500 -- and more progress for children in the seven years and a half years since the World Summit for Children than in any other period. 

The evidence is abundant -- and can be found in indicators ranging from infant mortality and malnutrition to immunization and primary education,  much of it documented in the Secretary-Generals Mid-Decade Report on progress toward the World Summit goals.

We can take pride in the achievements so far:

 A million fewer young children dying of  preventable causes than died in 1990;

More than 80 per cent of children in developing countries immunized against such common childhood killers as measles and neonatal tetanus;

Millions of lives saved by oral rehydration therapy;

Polio and guinea-worm disease pushed to the brink of extinction;

Twelve million more infants a year spared from permanent brain damage thanks to iodized salt.

And there is more: The Convention on the Rights of the Child, the most universally embraced human rights instrument in history, has awakened States to the full range of their responsibilities to oversee the well-being and development of all children. With the Convention, the world has a powerful guide for establishing international standards of behaviour toward children, and for securing child rights as enduring ethical principles. 

These successes would not have been possible without the combination of strategies, resources and action that the United Nations and its agencies have worked to promote -- and development cooperation, vigorously supported by Australia and other Commonwealth Governments, has been the key.  

I cannot emphasize too strongly the importance that UNICEF attaches to Australias steadfast support for the protection and promotion of child rights -- a commitment emphatically displayed by the Government and civil society alike. 

Australias reaffirmation of support for the 0.7 per cent ODA target, its pledge to maintain overall development aid at the highest possible level, its dedication to multilateralism and to collaborative support for bilateralism -- these are all vital ingredients in ensuring the survival, protection, and full development of the worlds children.

Yet, on the eve of the 21st Century, we face daunting new obstacles.

Despite dramatic improvements in the human condition, the vast gulf between the haves and the have-nots continues to widen. 

In 1960, the richest 20 per cent of the worlds people had 30 times the income of the poorest 20 per cent. That figure that has since risen to 78 times the income.

Appalling inequities of this kind have already consigned 1.3 billion people -- half of them children -- to lives of almost unimaginable suffering and want. 

It is simply unacceptable that in a $28 trillion global economy, more than a quarter of humanity is surviving on the equivalent of less than a dollar a day -- and beyond comprehension that the numbers of the poor and absolute poor are rising even as overall aid to the worlds neediest countries has plummeted to record lows. Indeed, the OECD confirmed  last month that Official Development Assistance has now fallen to its lowest point since the United Nations first set the 0.7 per cent target.  

This -- in a world in which malnutrition is implicated in nearly 7 million of the 12 million annual deaths of children under 5; where nearly 600,000 women perish needlessly each year because of complications from pregnancy and childbearing; where diarrhoea caused by inadequate sanitation and unsafe drinking water annually kills 2.2 million young children; a world in which malaria kills more than a million under-five children every year; where AIDS is well on its way to becoming a major killer of children;  where 140 million children, 60 per cent of them girls, are not in school; where culturally ingrained violence against women and girls continues to subvert child rights; and where 250 million children are trapped in child labour, much of it hazardous, exploitative and developmentally disastrous, not only for children, but for the societies in which they live. This last problem is particularly evident in Asia.

It is already apparent, I am pained to say, that the Asian crisis will push these kinds of numbers even higher. This is likely to be especially true in Indonesia, which has been particularly hard hit by the combined effects of failing banks and companies, sinking national currency and crushing foreign debt. But Thailand, Malaysia and the Philippines also face a major uphill struggle.

The tragedy of the crisis is compounded by the fact that it has befallen a region whose economic achievements grew out of investments in social development, poverty eradication, and relatively egalitarian income distribution. All of these helped fuel significant progress toward the goals of the World Summit for Children.

It is vital that this legacy be preserved. That is why UNICEF has urged that the severe fiscal austerity measures being prescribed to deal with the crisis include explicit safeguards for social programmes that protect children.

The alternative is a return to the bitter experience of the1980s, when dozens of countries in Latin America and Africa agreed to structural adjustment, but without a human face. The result, as we all know, was a lost decade of deepening poverty, rising inequality, mass unemployment and slow economic growth. In the midst of  the ensuing wrenching social disruption, it was children and women who suffered the most.

It is reassuring that the Bretton Woods Institutions and governments in the affected region have stressed the importance of protecting the social sector. But reassurances are no substitute for explicit safeguards.

Along with other UN agencies, non-governmental organizations and our Government partners, UNICEF has begun evaluating the full dimensions of the crisis so that we can design the most effective possible response through our programmes of cooperation. It is vitally important that we monitor the impact of economic hardship on poor households, and assess their ability to cope with it.

Our response to the crisis must also build on UNICEFs long programmatic experience in addressing the social consequences of structural adjustment; and in coordinating our activities with the Bretton Woods Institutions.

Unemployment and inflation are already creating major hardships. In Thailand alone, nearly a million people have already been laid off in the last year, with many more to come -- a pattern that is certain to be repeated elsewhere. Indeed, some economists worry that the continuation of the economic crisis, exacerbated by environmental disruptions linked to El Nino, could push as many as 10 million people into unemployment throughout the region. 

At the same time, the vast devaluation of national currencies is sparking sharp increases in the cost of  imported goods like essential drugs and fertilizer. Worse still, local prices of household and farm commodities are also soaring, making it all but impossible for the poor to buy such vital items as rice, powdered milk, kerosene and oil. 

Increases in the cost of living force the poor to make draconian choices that invariably harm their children. The search for food, for example, will tend to take precedence over health care, while child labour  (including prostitution and other forms of sexual exploitation) becomes more important to the survival of the family than schooling.  

UNICEF is also concerned about the social effects of drastic cuts in government budgets 

-- and the fact that in some countries, public funds that could support basic services for the poor and children are being used instead to offset the effects of bad financial decisions in the private sector.

While some governments have instituted measures to protect basic services for the poor, the truth is that there is simply no way to shield them completely from the effects of public spending cuts. In Thailand, for example, where HIV/AIDS has exploded into a serious public health threat, the budget for combating the disease has been slashed by 30 per cent.

Finally, UNICEF is concerned about the large numbers of immigrant workers and their children who have been targeted as scapegoats in the crisis and singled out for harassment and even expulsion, regardless of the legitimacy of their immigration status. The loss of  a parents livelihood can have only the most adverse effects on their children; and the effects can be even more devastating when immigrant workers are themselves children.

 
Indications so far suggest that the situation in Indonesia is particularly grim. Preliminary findings by UNICEF, gathered in collaboration with a group of academicians, policy analysts and institutions, found alarming trends in social development,  in agricultural production and food availability, and in the health and nutritional status of women and children.

The evidence so far suggests that as the crisis continues, the number and overall percentage of Indonesian households below the poverty line will increase, threatening the survival, protection and development of their  most vulnerable members -- pregnant women, infants and breast-feeding mothers, children under the age of five, and schoolchildren and adolescents.

Severe drought, forest fires and flooding, combined with the rising cost of  such agricultural essentials as fertilizer, seeds and pesticides, are already causing shortages of staple foods as well as cash crops -- which in turn are reducing rural income levels  as well as job opportunities. With the price of food rising in relation to its scarcity, there may be widespread inequalities in its distribution -- with children and women getting the least. 

Early assessments also suggest that shortages of  nutritious foods, combined with a loss of access to proper health care, are likely to trigger significant increases in the mortality and morbidity levels of children and women. 


UNICEFs response to the crisis, in Indonesia and elsewhere, is just beginning, but it is already far-reaching. 

For example, UNICEF Jakarta -- in collaboration with the Family Welfare movement (PKK) -- has begun supplying low-cost food for infants 6 to 12 months old in especially vulnerable parts of the country, including the hard-hit eastern provinces. 

UNICEF is also engaged in the reimbursable procurement of essential drugs, including antibiotics and anti-malarials. We have begun a situation analysis of the nutritional status of people in particularly stressed areas. And we are in the process of revising our strategies to promote household food security, with a greater focus on practical support measures.

In the Philippines, where budget cuts have forced the Government to suspend the training of its front-line workers in health, nutrition, and basic education, UNICEF is working to provide funds to help restart the programmes.

In Thailand, UNICEF has joined with other UN agencies to help design a project to encourage the creation and maintenance of social safety nets, an undertaking that is to be financed  by the World Bank and the Asian Development Bank. This is a particularly useful project for UNICEF to be involved in, since it will draw on our experience in designing emergency social investment funds in Africa and Latin America during the economic debt crises of the 1980s. And it demonstrates what can happen when we work closely with the Bretton Woods Institutions.

But all these actions are just the beginning of what may be a very long road back to recovery. UNICEF will of course continue to monitor and analyze developments throughout the region -- and we will respond whenever and wherever possible to emerging needs and opportunities with action, support and advice. 

 
But at the end of the day, such challenges can be turned back only through cooperation, from the global level to the grassroots. That is why your support and assistance is so vital.

 What can we do together?

There must be a groundswell of support from Governments and every quarter of civil society in the region to ensure that the poor are protected, especially women and children 

At the same time, we must address the immediate needs of those suffering the most, whether in specific regions or specific groups -- and to do that, we must urgently expand the capacity of Asian institutions and others to monitor the effects of the crisis on the poorest and most vulnerable.

These are difficult times. But I remain ever confident that UNICEFs strong partnership with  Australia will continue to make a difference for development -- and for the children of the world.

Thank you. 
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