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Mr. President, Distinguished Delegates: I am very pleased to welcome all of you to our first regular session of the last year of the 20th Century – a pivotal and vitally important 12 months for the United Nations Children’s Fund.

Let me begin by extending special greetings to the six incoming members of our Board: Canada, Denmark, Guyana, Pakistan, Paraguay and Zimbabwe – and also to welcome our new and re-elected Bureau members: Nigeria, Antigua and Barbuda, Azerbaijan, Denmark and Kazakhstan.

I want to take this opportunity to thank Cuba, Namibia, Suriname, Sweden and Viet Nam for the dedicated service they rendered during their Board terms, which ended in 1998. 

And I want to reiterate my deep appreciation to our outgoing Executive Board President, Ambassador Michael John Powles of New Zealand, who has guided us with so sure and steady a hand.

At the same time, I congratulate his successor, Ambassador Ibrahim Gambari of Nigeria, into whose capable hands the gavel has now been passed. As you are probably aware, the Ambassador is unable to be with us for this session. But I am very pleased that our distinguished Vice President, Ambassador John William Ashe of Antigua and Barbuda, will preside in his place.
UNICEF is privileged to have a Board that boasts so remarkable a concentration of talent and dedication, especially at this important juncture in this agency’s history.

As you know, this is the 10th anniversary year of the adoption of the Convention on the Rights of the Child – that keystone of human rights law whose indivisible principles guide our efforts to ensure a better future for all the world’s children.


We are also in a year in which the world is making its final dash toward the year 2000 goals for child survival, development, protection and participation – goals toward which we must make significant progress now if we are to complete the foundation for our efforts on behalf of children in the years beyond 2000.

Nineteen-ninety-nine is also a year in which we will step up the pace of planning to energise a global movement for child rights in conjunction with the General Assembly’s Special Session in 2001.

 And it is the time – indeed, today is the very day – when UNICEF is drawing special attention to our portion of the United Nations Consolidated Appeal for Emergencies, a drive aimed at assisting some 48 million children and women in 20 countries –  7 million of them internally displaced. 

A detailed presentation of UNICEF’s 1999 Emergency Funding Requests is being sent to all donors and the countries concerned, and we are circulating copies today so that you can have a quick glance at it. 

Mr. President, the plight of these millions of children and women is emblematic of a major component of UNICEF’s mandate: our commitment to ensure special protection for the most disadvantaged and defenceless, including victims of war, natural disasters, extreme poverty and all forms of violence and exploitation.


All of which brings me to the subject at hand. In past Board meetings, Mr. President, I have used my opening statement to discuss a variety of compelling issues before us. But today I want to focus largely on a single topic: the complex, demanding, and deeply vexing subject of humanitarian emergencies – and the challenge they pose, day in and day out, to everything we do.


Only four years ago, Mr. President, UNICEF was working with its partners in some 15 countries gripped by such crises. Today that number has risen to more than 55 countries, most gripped by civil conflict – and all involving situations that profoundly threaten the lives and welfare of children and women – and, by extension, the future of the very societies in which they are struggling.

An extraordinary number of these humanitarian crises have arisen in Africa – a phenomenon that is discussed in the Secretary-General’s Report,  “The causes of conflict and the promotion of durable peace and sustainable development in Africa” – copies of which are available at the back of the room.

The Administrative Committee on Coordination has agreed that peacebuilding and development in Africa must be a major international priority – and at our annual Board meeting in June 1997, UNICEF reaffirmed its commitment to Africa as the region of greatest need. This June, UNICEF will report on progress toward ensuring child rights in Africa, with emphasis on children and women in armed conflict.

Mr. President, one hardly has to go much beyond the Secretary-General’s Report and UNICEF’s Emergency Funding Requests to appreciate the upsurge in humanitarian emergencies in recent years – and the horrific toll they are taking, not only on civilian populations, especially children and women, but on humanitarian workers themselves. Nearly 50 UN staff members lost their lives on the job between the beginning of last year and January 2nd, 8 by gunshot and as many as 22 in two UN aircraft that were shot down in separate incidents over Angola. 

At the last meeting of the Administrative Committee on Coordination, all heads of the UN system joined in a call to host countries to ensure the safety and security of UN staff. Mr. President, that is a non-negotiable demand. 

Every humanitarian emergency has its own distinct characteristics. But there are similarities, too, in the severity of  threats to child survival and protection as well as the danger to humanitarian personnel. 

To look at some of the more representative situations is to see the dilemmas that we face daily.


I think, for example, of Angola, where the tragic resurgence of civil war has now led to the downing of the two UN planes – a situation that makes us wonder how we can possibly continue our work without guarantees against attacks on UN personnel.


I think of the conflict in Sierra Leone, where an estimated 10,000 children have been wrenched from their families, many of them forcibly recruited as soldiers or mutilated and sexually exploited – and where UNICEF could someday find itself trying to cooperate with the very people responsible for such atrocities.
I think of the Democratic Republic of the Congo, where an ongoing conflict has already displaced more than half a million people, 300,000 of them children – and where our efforts to assist their survival and health are challenged by the intricate problem of how to secure cross-border access to assist those most in need.

There is also Rwanda, which now faces the vast problem of child-headed households, and where a little-known guerrilla war continues to drain the country of  precious lives and resources.

I think of Sudan, where a decade after the launch of one of history’s biggest relief operations, thousands of impoverished people are still dying in the south, and the 16-year civil conflict rages on.

I think of Afghanistan, where the legacy of 20 years of warfare is extreme poverty on a national scale, including soaring rates of maternal and child mortality, all of it compounded by widespread human rights abuses, especially for girls and women, and a relationship with the UN System that is fraught with tension and complexity.


I  think of Indonesia and other countries of East Asia, where what began as a financial crisis has mushroomed into an impending humanitarian disaster that has already pitched millions of  families into desperate poverty, and where we must fight to ensure that social safety nets, especially for children, are included in the recovery effort. 

I think of Kosovo in the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, where efforts to protect and assist hundreds of thousands of  children and women are complicated by deep and largely unresolved political and ethnic tensions, and by a critical need for shelter, health services, education and psychosocial support.

There is also the plight of children in Russia and other countries of  the former Soviet Union, where the moves toward a market-based economy have been accompanied by severe social and economic strains that are harming children.

I think of Iraq, where the impact of UN sanctions, combined with misplaced national priorities, has created agonising dilemmas in our efforts to protect that country’s suffering children.


Nor can we fail to include the natural catastrophes like the flooding in China and Bangladesh, or the recent hurricanes that  devastated parts of Central America and the Caribbean – places where countries have an opportunity not just to restore the normalcy that was destroyed, but to build something better. 
Mr. President, the rapid proliferation of humanitarian emergencies, with their protracted nature and their regional dimensions, has obliged us to begin seriously rethinking the way UNICEF works at the country level – whether with Governments, NGOs, or other partners like the International Committee of the Red Cross, the UN High Commissioner for Refugees, the World Food Programme, the Special Representative for Children in Armed Conflict, or the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs.

Although UNICEF is a development agency, we recently made a core commitment to ensure that emergency preparedness and humanitarian response measures are routinely integrated into UNICEF’s Country Programmes – and that our assistance is timely, appropriate and the very best available.

This commitment, which grew out of  a recent consultation among UNICEF Representatives that I convened in Martigny, Switzerland, will significantly enhance our ability to analyse, prepare for, and respond to the needs and rights of children caught in situations of chronic instability and rapid change.

Mr. President, all of this is new ground. But it is wholly in keeping with UNICEF’s mandate – and indeed, with the very letter of the Convention on the Rights of the Child, the only human rights instrument whose principles explicitly incorporate international humanitarian law – including law specifically aimed at the protection and care of children in armed conflict.

 
 It is a mandate that has animated our Anti-War Agenda, and made UNICEF synonymous with the view that no effort to promote peace and resolve conflicts can succeed unless children are recognised as a distinct and priority concern. 


Mr. President, this focus 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, Mr. President, it is why UNICEF is so insistent on the need to fight atrocities against children and women by deploying a fully empowered International Criminal Court.

Distinguished Delegates, the rapid proliferation of humanitarian emergencies has placed an enormous strain on UNICEF’s mission to advocate for the protection of children’s rights, to help meet their basic needs, and to expand their opportunities to reach their full potential. 


Yet these crises will not slow UNICEF’s efforts to do battle on all the other fronts: ensuring special protection for children in situations of high risk; reducing under-5 and maternal mortality while focusing on preventative health and nutrition interventions like immunisation, hygiene, sanitation and micro-nutrient supplementation; pressing for quality basic education for all, especially girls; and contending with scourges that range from the HIV/AIDS pandemic to malaria.  

Mr. President, we live in a world  pockmarked with what Graca Machel’s Report on Children in Armed Conflict called “moral vacuums,” where millions of children are not merely bystanders, but targets – a world in which the rules of the game have changed so profoundly that we are no longer sure of the answers, if indeed we ever were. 


But through it all, this agency and its tireless and valiant staff remain on the ground – before, during and after every conflict, in every country in which we work. Each day finds UNICEF and its staff struggling to find ways to reduce the desperate vulnerability of children – and to assure them a better future. 

For the work of UNICEF is the work of incurable optimists – of people whose drive and determination are animated by such things as the UN Charter and by the Convention on the Rights of the Child – and ultimately sustained by the conviction that humanity’s future is tied, inextricably, to the happiness and well-being of all its children. 


Thank you.
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