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Excellencies, Distinguished Delegates, Ladies and Gentlemen:


Your presence here is a testament to the imperative of saving succeeding generations from the scourge of war – and to the indispensable role of civil society in making that dream a reality. 


 A century ago this week, delegates from more than two dozen countries gathered in this historic city, determined to forge mechanisms to prevent armed conflict, to speed disarmament, and to facilitate the peaceful settlement of disputes. 

The spirit that animated those early efforts is today embodied in the Charter of the United Nations, which proclaims a vision of a just and peaceful world, sustained by collective international action. 


Fellow citizens, we are here today because the world has failed utterly to live up to that vision. 

Now, on the doorstep of the 21st Century, it is time for all of us to join forces and redouble the drive for lasting peace and justice – citizens, international organisations and governments alike. And we must begin with the knowledge that no effort to promote peace and resolve conflict can succeed unless children and women are recognised as a distinct and priority concern. 

The possibilities for global conflagration that weighed so heavily on the minds of the UN’s founders have dwindled in recent years. Instead we are witness to an explosion of smaller conflagrations like Angola, Kosovo, Rwanda – conflicts that may be geographically modest, but that pose a global challenge to peace and security.

As Graca Machel has observed, much of the world is being sucked into a moral vacuum, a desolate place where we see the desperate vulnerability of  refugees and the internally displaced – and where millions of children are slaughtered, raped, maimed, exploited as soldiers and exposed to unspeakable brutality. 

In the Balkans, children and women account for 8 out of 10 civilians caught up in the current crisis in and around Kosovo. Regionwide, as many as a quarter of a million children are affected.

 Less visible in media coverage – and, for that very reason, of perhaps even greater concern – are the children and women mutilated and killed in Sierra Leone; abducted as slaves and concubines in Sudan; or subjected to myriad other forms of violence and abuse in the dozens of strife-torn countries in which UNICEF is working. 

The wounds inflicted on children in armed conflict – physical injury, gender-based violence and abuse, psychosocial distress – are an affront to every impulse that inspired the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, history’s most universally embraced human rights instrument.

 And that is why the international community must loudly proclaim these horrific violations of child rights for what they are: intolerable and unacceptable. 

Flagrant violations of human rights and humanitarian law – whether by direct attack, silent starvation or forcible displacement – are not experiences that children easily grow out of. We know from long experience that the trauma of war causes wounds in children that fester for generations.

Children have always been a part of discussions about peace and justice – but they are rarely talked about at as anything but victims. Yet they have already shown that they have a role to play as catalysts for peace.

The Children’s Movement for Peace in Colombia provides perhaps the clearest proof to date of the power of children’s voices to bring about positive social change.

 Three years ago, 2.7 million Colombian children ranging in age from 7 to 18 took part in a special election supported by UNICEF and many local organizations. It offered them a chance to identify which child rights they deemed most important to themselves and their communities. Their overwhelming choices were the right to survival – and the right to peace. 

In the process, the voices of children became the driving force behind a movement that has succeeded in making peace the central issue of Colombia’s ongoing political debate. They effectively gave adults a lesson in democracy – a lesson that brought millions back to the ballot box by giving them something eminently worth voting for: the well-being of their children. 

Nor did the Children’s Movement for Peace stop there. Its young members are talking about the need for peace to everyone who will listen – to their parents, to classmates, teachers, local government officials, the police, the media – even the country’s President. And they are serving their communities as peer counselors, helping other young people cope with everything from the trauma of violence to landmine awareness and how to avoid unwanted pregnancy.

Thanks to the Children’s Movement, Colombian adolescents who were previously faced with just two grim choices – to accept their vulnerability to violence as inevitable, or to engage in violence themselves – have found a third: the option of choosing peace.

Colombia is not yet a nation at peace. But its children are helping to sow the seeds of a lasting culture of non-violence. 

I firmly believe that major progress in human development – progress towards peace – can be achieved within a single generation if the global community can muster the foresight and commitment to do what is required for children. For it is only by focusing on children that we will find the new ideas and fresh vision to break inter-generational patterns of violence and gender-based discrimination.

A hundred years ago, civil society played a vital role both before and after the first Hague Peace Conference – and, by organising this centenary event, it has again signaled the central role it must play in building a culture of peace in the 21st Century. 

Your initiative represents a powerful and timely reminder to national and global leaders of the failures of the past – and of the terrible consequences of those failures, consequences that the world must live with every day. 

The process of UN reform launched by the Secretary-General has brought back to centre stage the fundamental values of international cooperation, universal respect for human rights, and fundamental freedoms as the only basis upon which we can hope to achieve lasting progress and peace. 

Amid the hunger for new ideas, an old idea is still paramount: Lasting peace can come only through respect for human rights, starting with the rights of children and women – respect that lives in the hearts and minds of every individual, and resonates in every aspect of public and private life, in families, in schools, in the workplace.

 It is in this effort to transform the values that inform our daily lives that citizens have a central role to play. That is why UNICEF is determined to work with you, with ever increasing focus and intensity, in order to ensure a better future for all children.

In 2001, the United Nations General Assembly will hold a Special Session to review progress towards the goals of the World Summit for Children, and to launch a new agenda, with updated goals for children in the first decades of the new century. 

      
Preparations for the Special Session, and for an additional international event to be held in tandem, will involve the mobilisation of the broadest possible movement for children's rights. It will embrace governments, civil society and private sector – and harness the fresh ideas and energy of young people themselves. 

     
It is only by creating such a movement at the local, national, regional and international levels that we can hope to guarantee the right of every child to a full, healthy and peaceful life in which children can develop to their fullest potential.


 That mandate is what animates UNICEF’s Anti-War Agenda – and has made UNICEF synonymous with the view that no effort to promote peace and resolve conflict can succeed unless we afford special protection for the most disadvantaged – those children caught up in armed conflict, disasters, extreme poverty, and all forms of violence and exploitation that scar and disable our children.

It is why UNICEF insists that every peace agreement must include specific reference to the demobilisation of child soldiers and their reintegration into society.

It is why we must move toward ending the use of children as killers and cannon fodder by continuing to press fiercely for an international requirement that raises the age of recruitment to 18.

It is why we must secure a dramatic reduction in the availability of small arms and light weapons, which only serve to sustain war and conflict – and whose portability is a major factor in the ease with which children are transformed into combatants.


It is why we are fighting so hard for full implementation of the global ban on anti-personnel landmines, which continue to kill or maim far more children than soldiers, while thwarting post-conflict reconstruction and development.


It is why UNICEF continues to advocate strongly for specialised                                                                                                                                     child-rights training for all military, civilian and peacekeeping personnel, so that they will understand their solemn legal responsibilities to all children – including the need to shield them from egregious violation of their rights.


And it is why UNICEF is so insistent on the need to fight atrocities against children and women, including rape as a weapon of war, by deploying a permanent, fully empowered International Criminal Court. The purveyors of genocide and ethnic cleansing and other unspeakable crimes must be made understand that as surely as the sun rises, they will be called to account – and that impunity will not stand. 
My fellow citizens, if the world is to achieve the lasting peace and security to which we all aspire, we must begin investing now in the well-being of  today’s children – and in the generations of children to come.

Thank you. 
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