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Mr. Chairman, Your Majesty, Excellencies, colleagues, ladies and gentlemen – and all the children and young people who have graced this important event with their presence: 

The General Assembly’s Special Session on the World Drug Problem is not only an opportunity to strengthen international cooperation against illicit drugs – it is also an occasion to focus the world’s attention on the incalculable impact of  all drug abuse on the health and development of children.


The statistics put forward by the UN International Drug Control Programme (UNDCP) are shocking. But they do not begin to illustrate the extent to which drug trafficking and abuse threatens children – as well as their families, their communities, and ultimately the countries in which they live.


The world drug problem is not only a matter of violence and corruption and the wanton destruction of human potential. 

Drug abuse is itself a profound violation of human rights – including the fundamental rights of children. 

Under the Convention on the Rights of the Child  – an agreement ratified by 191 countries, more than any other human-rights instrument in history – children have a right to survival, protection, full development, and participation in decisions that affect their lives.

This specifically includes the right of protection against drug abuse and all its collateral effects, including the involvement of children in illicit drug production and trafficking. 

In this connection, children have a right to grow up in a safe and supportive environment, with access to essential services like health and the same rights to due process of law as adults. 

And they have a right to the information and education they need to develop appropriate life skills to protect themselves against drugs. 


We are all familiar with the most widely publicised images that illustrate the effects of drugs on children: street children sniffing glue; child soldiers sent into battle in amphetamine-induced crazes; babies born addicted to crack cocaine. 

In fact, the real impact of drugs on child rights is even more insidious and widespread.


It includes the pervasive violence that destroys the families and communities of those who produce, distribute and use drugs – violence in which children are invariably victims. 

It includes what happens when children are deprived of the parental love and support that is fundamental to their development. 

It includes the diversion of scarce family resources to drugs when they should be used for children’s health and development. 

It includes the myriad consequences of drug use – the accidents, depression, unwanted pregnancies, arrests and incarceration, and the burden of diseases like hepatitis and HIV/AIDS. 

It includes the long-term effects of drug abuse, habits that begin in adolescence and last a lifetime, rippling through a young person’s period of rapid physical and social development and across generations.

And it includes, Mr. Chairman, the toll on children caused by non-illicit substances like tobacco and alcohol, which cut an even wider swath of destruction through individuals, families and communities than do illicit drugs.


Tobacco, for example, kills 4 million people a year – most of them adults in the industrialised countries who began smoking at an early age. 

By the year 2030, if  the World Health Organization’s projections are correct, that figure will rise to 10 million deaths – 7 million of  which will occur in the developing world, where the global tobacco market is targeting children and women as never before. 


As it stands, 300 million of today’s children and teen-agers will die of tobacco-related illness by the time they are adults. This is an emerging health catastrophe akin to the HIV/AIDS pandemic – and, indeed, HIV and tobacco are the only major causes of premature death that are increasing significantly worldwide.  

That is why UNICEF is so encouraged by the words of  WHO’s newly elected Director-General, Dr. Gro Harlem Brundtland, who has pledged to work for a broad anti-tobacco alliance made up of governments, multilateral institutions, non-governmental organisations and other representatives of civil society and private enterprise. UNICEF looks forward to working closely with WHO in meeting this challenge.

The UNDCP has identified the reduction of demand for drugs as a major element in any global strategy – and UNICEF applauds that focus.  

It is true that drug abuse is to a considerable extent a behavioural problem. But it is also important to remember that threats to child health and development originate not with children, but with adult attitudes and behaviour.

Children are not the problem – the problem is the violation of their human rights.


For this reason, we believe that the success of demand-reduction activities will hinge on how effectively they are integrated within the context of all other programmes that address child rights to health and development. 

Demand-reduction efforts must address the reality of young peoples’ lives, recognising the interrelatedness of the problems that confront them: problems like poverty, underdevelopment, illiteracy, gender discrimination and poor access to basic services. 


Currently, UNICEF is working – in collaboration with UNDCP, with the Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS) and a range of other partners – to strengthen our programming approaches to drugs within a broader, rights-based strategy. These approaches include national youth health programming and policies; school-based interventions; youth-friendly health services; heath promotion and outreach through youth NGOs and other community organisations; and UNICEF’s ongoing communication work with the news and entertainment media worldwide.


In these activities as in all others,  listening to young people is essential. That is why I am delighted that we have had an opportunity to hear from so many young people today. 

The solution to the world drug problem lies in the development of partnerships between young people and adults. This is already being demonstrated in places like Colombia, where a growing alliance between children and adults is helping that society to confront drug-related violence.


UNICEF is ready to add its demonstrated capacity for advocacy to help governments and partners at every level to combat the scourge of drugs – a war that will be won only when the rights of all children are realised. 


Mr. Chairman, the world has the means and the expertise to protect the right of children to grow up to be healthy, happy, caring, responsible adults. Let us use the occasion of this Special Session of the General Assembly to show that we also have the will.


Thank you.   
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