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Mr. Chairman,  I  thank my colleague Gus Speth for his concise and powerful statement on behalf on the Secretary-General and the UN System. 

I also thank the Inter-American Development Bank and its Consultative Group for this opportunity to lend emphatic support to those remarks – and to add a very brief word on behalf of the United Nations Children’s Fund. 

As Gus has said, our response to the calamity in Central America must strike a balance – a balance between meeting the immediate needs of the populace while improving the long-term status of the region’s poorest and most vulnerable: namely, its children and women. 

Mr. Chairman, I cannot imagine a more appropriate way to address Central America’s ongoing humanitarian disaster than to do so on the 50th anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. For what we confront in Central America is a major challenge to the right to life, and liberty, and basic human security. 

Indeed, as Gus has pointed out, the sheer breadth of human suffering in Central America is a consequence of the fact that millions of children and their families were denied the right to basic services long before the hurricane struck. 

It is a situation that reminds us once again that human rights – and specifically child rights – must always inform the development and humanitarian agendas of the UN System. 

The harm done to much of Central America’s basic infrastructure is of course immense. But we must never lose sight of the fact that the social and human upheaval far exceeds the damage to roads and bridges – and will take far longer to recover.  I was frankly stunned, Mr. Chairman, by what I saw in Honduras and Nicaragua last month.  


Yet this disaster does present us with an opportunity – an opportunity not to restore the normalcy that was destroyed, but to build something better.  It is an opportunity to engage, as one Central American newspaper put it, not in reconstruction – “but construction on a different foundation.”

Mr. Chairman, that foundation must include long-term measures to help communities and families reduce their vulnerability to future catastrophes. That means dramatically increasing the access of the poor to basic services – to health, to nutrition, to basic education, and to clean water and adequate sanitation. 

It means creating opportunities for productive employment, especially for women, at a time when tens of thousands of people have seen their livelihoods carried off in the floods and mudslides that destroyed croplands and other sources of jobs and income. 

And it means ensuring that communities, particularly the poor and their children, are afforded the right to participate fully in the rebuilding process, to express themselves, and to be involved in decision-making that affects their well-being. This means providing education and information on how to enhance and protect their lives.
In this connection, I cannot emphasise too strongly the importance of  re-establishing and strengthening schooling in the larger context of the recovery effort. Schools have a vital role, not only because of  their educational function, but as centres around which communities can begin to heal themselves, while serving as entry points for interventions like health education, psychosocial support, and nutritional assistance.

In short, Mr. Chairman, Central America’s recovery will come about only if the rebuilding effort focuses strongly on people, and especially on the needs of children. 

Forgive me for stating something that all of us know full well, but which bears repeating: We must not forget the social sectors in emergencies. They are the most powerful force for development – and when they suffer, development suffers.  

Besides working to strengthen national capacity and the spirit of community that is so much a hallmark of Latin America, we must also encourage more creditor nations to join in cancelling or substantially reducing the region’s onerous burden of debt.

We welcome the decision by the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund and the Inter-American Development Bank to institute “fast-track” consideration of debt relief for Honduras and Nicaragua. 

But it remains clear that a more permanent solution must be found.

Mr. Chairman, as the lead agency for children, UNICEF has a special role: to ensure that children’s needs and rights are met, and that their best interests always come first. 

Central America’s long recovery and rebuilding effort should be seen in that context. 


Thank you.
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