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Mr. Chairman, Under-Secretary-General Desai, Director-General Mayor, Distinguished Delegates:

I am pleased to have this opportunity to address the Commission on Social Development and to join with my esteemed colleague, Federico Mayor, in this important panel discussion – a discussion that grows out of the Commission’s focus on this year’s priority theme of social services for all. 

It is a goal that that UNESCO and UNICEF both agree is inextricably linked to a universal commitment to basic education for all – and to the parallel need to prepare children for education through early attention to their care and development. 

Mr. Chairman, just four years ago in Copenhagen, 186 nations turned a crucial conceptual corner in post-Cold War thinking – proclaiming, clearly and emphatically, that the most urgent issues of our time involve not the security of States, but the security of  people.

Like the World Summit for Children five years earlier, the World Summit for Social Development was a watershed in the evolution of international attitudes toward development. 

The Copenhagen Declaration and Programme of Action emphasised the necessity of focusing national efforts and policies on meeting the basic needs of all – and on the need to give special priority to the rights of children and women, who bear the greatest burden of poverty and conflict.

But four years, Mr. Chairman, has hardly been enough time to expect dramatic changes for the better. 

Yet with the millennium rushing toward us,  it is surely not too early to take stock of  what we have learned since Copenhagen – and how much more remains to be done.

Mr. Chairman, the World Conference on Education for All, held in Jomtien, Thailand in 1990, placed the concept of universal basic education securely on the international agenda. 

The Conference affirmed that education is not only a fundamental human right, proclaimed in instruments ranging from the Universal Declaration of Human Rights to the Convention on the Rights of the Child – but that it is also the soundest investment in a peaceful and prosperous future that we can make for our children, especially girls. 

As UNICEF describes in its report, The State of the World’s Children 1999, there has been a virtual explosion of knowledge about what we must do to ensure universal primary education. This knowledge includes the fact that ensuring the right of basic education is not simply a matter of bringing children and teachers together. The quality of that education is crucial. 

The report also describes why early child care and early education is essential.

It is 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, Mr. Chairman, will only produce more of the unfortunate statistics described in this year’s edition of The State of the World’s Children.

 They include these facts: 

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


( 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. 

Mr. Chairman, for almost three decades, UNICEF has worked closely with UNESCO to find ways new and better ways to take the limitless power of education and use it to help children and their families build a better future. 

Over the last 10 years, our two agencies have shared resources and expertise at the global, regional and national levels to ensure that all children  – especially the neediest and most vulnerable, girls as well as boys – enjoy the basic right to education.  

That  is why we are so delighted that UNICEF and UNESCO are today signing a Memorandum of Understanding that will deepen our collaboration – in this case, by pursuing a variety of joint activities aimed at expanding educational opportunities for girls and women; by promoting education in situations of emergency and reconstruction; by supporting the UN System-wide Special Initiative on Africa – and by working to ensure the provision of early childhood care and development.    

Mr. Chairman, over the years, UNICEF and its partners have learned a great deal about what works in education – and what doesn’t. 

In Tanzania’s refugee camps, for example, where children from Rwanda, Burundi and the Democratic Republic of the Congo attend “schools under trees,” we found reaffirmation that education helps re-establish stability in the midst of chaos – not only for children but for families.

In parts of India, education proved its value in combating hazardous and exploitative forms of child labour as one village, then several – then an entire state – began working to provide primary school education for children, an effort so successful that even the poorest families began to choose school over labour for their children.

Indeed, in every region of the world, we have learned that providing quality education, especially for girls, can overcome the effects of generations of poverty and social inequity, leading to reductions in infant and under-five mortality, helping to mobilise communities – and providing countries with their best chance for social and economic progress.    

 
But we have also learned that the investment priorities of many governments are focused on higher education when they should be aimed at the area that would reap the biggest development paybacks. And here I am talking about programmes for children up to the age of eight,  especially those that concentrate on the period from birth to age six. 

 
Mr. Chairman, one of  the more significant lessons of the last decade has been that the quality of care for the young child is not only fundamental to his or her future educational achievement – but lies at the very heart of human development. 

The idea that learning begins at birth is hardly new. In 1990, it was affirmed as a basic element in the expanded vision of education that was embraced at the World Conference on Education for All. 

And at the World Summit for Children that same year, the international community included among its goals the expansion of early childhood development activities, including appropriate low-cost family and  community-based interventions.   

Now, as the 20th Century draws to a close, the empowering vision of the child as an active agent, learning and developing from birth, has been increasingly confirmed by hard scientific evidence. 

We now know that in the first three years of a child’s life, certain neural connections in the brain are at a crucial stage, ready to be developed through social and physical interactions and enriched by good nutrition and health – or left to atrophy. 

These are not just any neural cells – they are the connections that enable a child to perceive the world, to walk and talk, to remember experiences, learn skills, feel emotion, establish and maintain social relations and make decisions.

We also know that, in the years before a child is six, he or she develops patterns of interpersonal and moral development, social behaviour, empathy, self-confidence, a sense of  self-responsibility as well as for others –  and the ability to cope with stress in later life. 

In addition, there is a great deal of practical evidence – not to mention common sense – that has come out of the experiences that UNICEF and its partners have had in working with children. 

For example, it is now clear that programmes of early childhood care are pivotal to how a child progresses, grows and develops from birth to eight years of age – and that these programmes can exert a powerful influence on a child’s continued learning and psycho-social development in the years beyond.   

As a result, this approach includes a broader definition of care than what we have used in the past, one that encompasses the practices and actions not just of a child’s mother or health care worker, but the entirety of a child’s world – his or her home and family, father as well as mother, siblings and grandparents, and his or her community, country and culture. 

It includes the basic premise that caring for the child means caring for the mother, caring  about the conditions she faces at home and in society at large. For in societies where women have no voice, limited access to resources, no legal protection and no respect, optimal child development is impossible. 

At the same time, early childhood care means that we must continue to build on our decades of experience about what good care for children means: that they have access to safe drinking water, uncontaminated food and unpolluted air. That they live where there is adequate sanitation and waste-disposal practices. That their environments be healthy and free of disease. And that they be protected from injury, with the time and space to play, to explore and to learn. 

Early child care also means building on the last decade of invaluable information that we have amassed in promoting the implementation of the Convention on the Rights of the Child, the universally embraced human rights instrument whose 10th anniversary we celebrate this year. 

This is knowledge that has been tested in the real world  ( about caring for, and empowering children by providing them with love and affection, and with environments in which they can explore and discover and learn skills that they can use throughout their lives. 

Mr. Chairman, when we talk at UNICEF about the relationship between basic quality education and early childhood care for survival, growth and development, we are talking about the process of pulling all this together  ( taking the state of the science on human development, our experiences in education and early childhood care, the new visions and expanded definitions of education that have inspired all of us  – and applying it in an integrated approach that cuts across sectors.   

 Mr. Chairman, the task of  integrating health, nutrition and education programmes for children across sectors would be a formidable challenge at any time. It is especially daunting now, when so many past advances are being undermined by the HIV/AIDS pandemic and by the armed conflicts raging across so much of the world. 

That is why UNICEF, UNESCO, UNDP, UNFPA, WHO, the World Bank and other partners remain steadfast in our support of the 20/20 Initiative, which was first endorsed by the Copenhagen Summit – and again in Beijing, at the Fourth World Conference on Women. 

It calls on governments in developing countries to devote 20 per cent of their national budgets to basic social services – including programmes on early childhood care – and for industrialised countries to devote 20 per cent of their Official Development Assistance to these same social programmes. 

Mr. Chairman, we have a long road to travel. But early attention to the well-being of  the world’s children, especially in their earliest years, is the most direct route to assuring their future – and of all the generations of children to come.


Thank you.
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