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Mr. Paiva, Ladies and Gentlemen:



It is a special pleasure to join you for this IDB Forum, not only because it brings together so distinguished and diverse a group, including many friends and partners of the United Nations Children’s Fund – but because it is an opportunity to talk about the pressing issue of child protection in the Americas and the Caribbean.



It is a subject that, as many of you know, has been a special focus of collaboration between UNICEF and the Inter-American Development Bank – collaboration that has coincided with a growing world-wide awareness of the consequences of inequitable development and violence, including such problems as child exploitation, abuse and abandonment. 



A major phase of  our work together began in 1992, when the IDB and UNICEF entered into a technical cooperation agreement in Central America to address the plight of those who, at that time, were referred to as Children in Especially Difficult Circumstances, or CEDCs. 



The project, which lasted several years, was essentially a pilot programme to meet the needs of children and adolescents in the region using an preventive, integrated, low-cost approach.



 Four years later, in 1996, UNICEF and the IDB had a formal exchange of views on the problem of children who live and work in the street, an effort that culminated in a working session to discuss a paper prepared by the IDB.  



At UNICEF, all of this led directly to the formulation of a policy to better address the protection of the rights of severely disadvantaged children in the Americas and the Caribbean. 



It is a policy that reflects UNICEF’s sense that the way to address the problems of Children in Especially Difficult Circumstances is not to consider them as separate categories, to be dealt with one by one – but as the collective expression of the failure of society to protect children’s rights.



Administrative reforms are not enough. The survival, protection and full development of all children must be the aim of good governance – and that can only happen when societies create a rights-based structure of accountability for child rights.



Prevention is the key to breaking the negative cycles – cycles that have cast millions of children in the region into such destructive situations as armed conflict, child labour and life in the streets. 



And that is why the Inter-American Development Bank and UNICEF have made early childhood care and development (ECCD) and early education a flagship priority – an initiative that was formally launched at IDB’s governing conference in Paris last March. 

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. 

 For 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 – it lies at the very heart of human development – and as such is the key to breaking the poverty cycle.

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 are celebrating this month.

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. 

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.

 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, 49 days short of the 21st Century, 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. 



In addressing the problem of children at special disadvantage, UNICEF has taken the lead in the making an important conceptual transformation – from the idea of Children in Especially Difficult Circumstances to a broader approach based on the promotion and protection of the rights of all children. 


 The objective is to move child rights to the centre of the value systems that underlie public policies and their implementation. This means encouraging the development of policies that assure the right of children to life, to health and good nutrition, to education, to peaceful and cooperative coexistence, to a decent standard of living.




It also means policies that further children’s right to develop to the fullest, which requires a enabling environment – including play, art, information, participation, personal and social development, the right to liberty, to dignity and to family and community interaction – in short, to all the human rights that are fundamental to physical, psychological, and moral well-being – including the right to a name and a nationality, and to personal security.

All of these are imperatives relevant to every situation – including, indeed especially, the extraordinary disaster relief and reconstruction effort that is under way in Central America, which the IDB, UNICEF and other UN agencies began nearly a year ago in the aftermath of Hurricane Mitch. 



Whether in the midst of post-disaster reconstruction or what passes for normalcy, it is crucial that countries create legal frameworks in line with the principles of the Convention. But that is only a first step. 


  Once legislative reforms are in place, institutional reforms are needed – reforms based on  the Convention and its overarching principle the best interests of the child must always come first. 



This reform implies re-ordering the priorities of all institutions, including those with which UNICEF traditionally has worked, such as child-welfare systems, as well as others that have become new counterparts for UNICEF in the Americas and the Caribbean – such as the police, courts, offices of attorneys general and others.  




 Using this approach, it becomes possible to trace the most extreme situations of risk to failures and omissions in basic social policies – such as children consigned to the streets; maltreatment; abandonment; sexual exploitation, and child labour.




Non-existent or dysfunctional families and schools offer better explanations for why children are at great risk than individualistic or structuralist variables – the issues that have been a traditional focus in considering the plight of Children in Extremely Difficult Circumstances.



Conversely, it  is clear that the role of schools and families are crucial to the well-being of children.



Only when educational  policy is truly understood to be an integral part of development policy by all its principal actors can the foundations be laid (or re-laid, in many cases) to create the citizenship of all the component members of a country, beginning with children and women. 



This process of creating citizenship can also be reinforced by public policies that regard the family as a unit that creates forms of solidarity, democracy and coexistence.



These efforts must include concrete steps to address the pervasive problem of child labour in the Americas and the Caribbean.  



The International Labour Organization (ILO) estimates that in 1995, some 20 million children between the ages of  10 and 14 in the region were engaged in child labour.


  This includes children in domestic service. And if we add the 15 to 17-year-old adolescents who work, we would probably have a regional total of no less than 30 million working children and adolescents, most of it concentrated in rural areas and the poor neighbourhoods of cities. 



There are no simple answers to this situation. Because the causes of child labour are complex and include poverty, economic exploitation, social values and cultural circumstances, solutions must be comprehensive – and must involve the widest possible range of partners in each society.

But they must begin with the recognition that child labour robs children of their fundamental rights,  including the right to a childhood. Every child is a miracle in the making – miracles that we have an obligation to protect and nurture. And quality basic education is the key. 

Education is not only a precious right, but the path to enjoying all other rights. And it is increasingly clear that there will be no long-term solution to child labour unless the challenge of basic education for all is also addressed. 



That is why we are convinced that free and compulsory education is the single most essential, cost-effective tool we have for eliminating hazardous and exploitative child labour.



Moreover, there must be wider legal protection for child labourers; registration of all children at birth; and improved data collection and monitoring.




There is also a major role for the private sector: National and international corporations need to adopt codes of conduct guaranteeing that neither they nor their contractors will employ children in conditions that violate child rights. And procurement policies must be developed to take into account the best interests of the child, as well as measures to protect those interests.  

But all actions must be guided by the best interests of the child. For example, concern for the well-being of families whose survival may depend on their children must include efforts to expand job opportunities for adults.  



But all actions must be guided by the best interests of the child. For example, concern for the well-being of families whose survival may depend on their children must include efforts to expand job opportunities for adults.  

Now I want to turn to one of the main problems affecting children: violence. 

Recent studies indicate that no less than 6 million children and adolescents in the region have been victims of severe aggression – and that of these, 85,000 die each year as a result of violence unleashed in their own families. 

Sexual
 harassment, maltreatment, child labour, violence in the home and sexual exploitation are important problems in the region – and most of them seem to be on the rise. 

Sexual abuse of children begins at a very early age, as shown by a recent survey on female victims of domestic maltreatment. 

Moreover, the evidence suggests that the proportion of girls suffering sexual abuse past the age of 5 is growing in several countries in the region, where it has been estimated that 3 in every 4 sexual abuse cases involve girls – and that in 75 per cent of cases, the aggressor is a family member. 

At the same time, children and adolescents who live or work in the streets are especially vulnerable to sexual abuse and exploitation by adults. 

We have only partial estimates of the problem’s magnitude in some of the region's countries, but what few numbers we have are alarming.

A survey undertaken by UNICEF in six Central American countries showed that 47 per cent of girls who are sexually exploited have previously been victims of domestic rape, maltreatment and/or abuse.

This is a situation that cries out for positive and preventive actions at the national level, beginning with concrete steps to disseminate and ensure compliance with the principles of the Convention on the Rights of the Child. 

Government and community leaders must also support and develop programmes aimed at increasing the report of cases of violence against children – and there must be steps to strengthen the legal system to end of the culture of impunity.

There must also be appropriate care programmes for boys and girls who have suffered maltreatment or abuse, who have been involved in armed conflict, are displaced, or who are in conflict with the criminal justice system. 

And in all of this, the mass media has a special responsibility – in organising information campaigns, as well as educational programmes that are focused on raising public awareness of the harmful causes and effects of child maltreatment. 


Finally, I want to address a related issue that is having an enormous impact on the lives of children, adolescents and women: the proliferation of armed conflict. 


Throughout the last decades, Latin America has suffered political violence and armed conflicts that have left an enormous number of casualties. 


Wars among insurgent and paramilitary groups and the armed forces, in addition to leaving dead and injured individuals, have led to the recruitment of thousands of children as combatants, have destroyed families, have aggravated poverty, have driven people from their homes and across borders – and have left permanent physical and psychological after-effects, particularly on boys, girls, adolescents and women.


Most of contemporary conflicts within the region have occurred in Colombia, Guatemala, El Salvador, Peru, Mexico and Nicaragua, which have drawn in families and children who have more often than not undergone the same horrors as their parents, either as victims or combatants. 



As a result, many children, who have grown up in the midst of war, consider it a permanent way of life; by being alone, orphans, frightened and frustrated, many end up adopting violence as the way to make way and reach their goals for life in society. 

Ladies and gentlemen, the abuse of children in armed conflict deprives them of every right granted under the Convention on the Rights of the Child. Yet over 300,000 have participated as combatants in the 30 most recent conflicts around the world  – outrages that the Security Council  powerfully condemned in a groundbreaking Resolution in  September.

The widespread abuse of children as child soldiers is why UNICEF remains unshakeably committed to raising the minimum age at which children may be recruited for military service or allowed to participate in hostilities, from 15 years of age to 18.

Indeed, it is why UNICEF has developed a Peace and Security Agenda for Children, which I described to the Security Council last February. Its principles include an end of the use of child soldiers; protect humanitarian assistance and humanitarian personnel; support of humanitarian mine action; and the inclusion children in peace-building, as we have so movingly witnessed in places like Colombia.

Thirty-five years ago, one of my three predecessors at the United Nations Children’s Fund – Henry Labouisse – accepted the Nobel Peace Prize on behalf of UNICEF.

It was a moment that summed up everything that UNICEF had become – and everything that the agency is still working to achieve. 

Its most important meaning, Labouisse said, was the solemn recognition that the survival and well-being of today’s children is inseparably linked to the peace of tomorrow’s world. 

But by “peace,” Henry Labouisse didn’t just mean the absence of fighting. 

He meant the slow war of attrition that poverty and ignorance is waging against hundreds of millions of children, most of them in the developing world.

The longer we tolerate that war, he said, the more likely that our hopes for lasting peace will never come to pass.

 Now, on the doorstep of the 21st Century, we have seen that the truth of that warning has not changed – not in Kosovo, or Afghanistan, or Sierra Leone, or Angola or Colombia or East Timor or any of the scores of places around the world that are engulfed in conflict and disaster – and where children and women are suffering disproportionately.

Last month, the earth acquired its 6 billionth human inhabitant – a child who in all probability has begun a life that will be marked by malnutrition, ill health, inadequate or no schooling, poor sanitation and unsafe drinking water – and gender discrimination and abuse.

Yet that child, like any adult, was born endowed with fundamental human rights – to right to life, to good health, to protection, to education, to an adequate standard of living and more. 

UNICEF is unshakeably committed to building a global alliance to ensure those rights – beginning with steps that will ensure that children are born healthy and develop in a nurturing environment; that all children are educated; and that adolescents have ample opportunities to develop and participate in a safe and enabling environment.

The knowledge, the resources and the strategies all exist to make these outcomes for children possible – and I am convinced that with the help of governments and civil society at every level, we can make it happen within a generation. 

There are no mysteries here. We know what needs to be done, we know how to do it – and the necessary resources exist. 

That is why UNICEF is preparing for a watershed occasion for children linked to the Special Session of the General Assembly in 2001 – the crowning event in a drive to mobilise international leadership to achieve the remaining goals of the World Summit for Children; tackle the huge obstacles of poverty, HIV/AIDS and armed conflict; and establish a new agenda for children for the first years of the 21st Century. 

The first 10 years of the Convention on the Rights of the Child have taken us to a moment in history when the world may finally be ready to alter the course of human development by decisively shifting national investments to favour the best interests of children. 

The opportunity lies before us – and now is the time to seize it.


Thank you.
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