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It is a pleasure to be with you in this beautiful city – especially on the occasion of  the annual meeting of the Program for Appropriate Technology in Health, the trail-blazing organization whose ongoing partnership with the United Nations Children’s Fund is making a difference – a life-and-death difference – for millions of children and women in the developing world.

PATH itself is only 21 years old – only a few years out of childhood by global standards – but what a precocious childhood it has had! PATH’s innovative research and development efforts have put it on the cutting edge of health technology in everything from immunisation and nutrition to safe motherhood and infant care. 

To take just two examples: PATH’s development of vaccine vial monitors (VMS) – tiny devices that change colour at the same rate that vaccine deteriorates – has made a tremendous contribution to the effectiveness and efficiency of UNICEF’s polio immunization programs worldwide. And its Soloshot syringes – which self-destruct after being used once – have saved countless lives by minimizing the spread of diseases like HIV/AIDS and hepatitis.   

Nor has PATH stopped there. The organization is also making a difference for children through its active support of hundreds of grassroots and community public health projects in areas ranging from adolescent health and family planning, to malnutrition, HIV/AIDS and female genital mutilation.

But PATH, like UNICEF, is only too aware that more – much more – remains to be done to ensure the right of all children to survival, protection and full development.

Ladies and gentlemen, the state of the world’s children, like UNICEF’s yearly flagship report of the same name, is a mixture of good news and bad. 

In many areas, there have been dramatic and unprecedented gains, especially in key areas like immunization, nutrition and primary education. But the overall rate of progress in these and many other areas has neither been as fast, nor as extensive, as we had hoped it would be. As a consequence, on the edge of the 21st Century, the prospects for children are, at best, uncertain.

Indeed, the world has already had more than a taste of the perils that lie ahead. 

The crisis that exploded in full fury last week in Indonesia – and could threaten much of South East Asia and beyond – is only the latest manifestation of a unique feature of human existence in the late 20th Century: the stunning speed with which insecurity and suffering can spread.  It may well be a model for the kind of wildfire threats to children and their families that we will have to confront in coming years. 

These dangers grow out of  the persistence of  poverty, which continues to entrap millions of children even as the global economy continues to expand. 

They grow out of deepening inequalities of wealth and access to basic services, both within and between nations. And they grow out of the steady erosion of many societies capacity to maintain social “safety nets” for the poorest and most disadvantaged, including children. 

These tendencies have quickened with persistence of onerous debt burdens for many low-income countries – and the shameful and precipitous decline in overall levels of  development assistance to developing countries, which have now dropped to their lowest point in history.

In the midst of a $30 trillion global economy and what has been euphemistically called “donor fatigue,” 1.3 billion people are living on less than a dollar a day, in conditions of almost unimaginable suffering and want. 

Half of them are children.

These are the reasons why UNICEF is now deeply engaged in developing a new agenda for children – an agenda that will help us address both the “unfinished business” of the 20th Century and the fast-moving dangers likely to face children in the 21st. 


Ladies and gentlemen, children are the greatest hope and the greatest treasure of every society. Yet because they are so vulnerable and dependent, they bear a disproportionate burden of poverty. The deaths of 12 million children under the age of 5 in developing countries, year in and year out, bear stark witness to that fact.  

Yet only three decades ago, the under-5 death rate was twice as high. That is just one measure of how far we have come in ensuring the protection of childrens rights, meeting their basic needs and expanding their opportunities to reach their fullest potential. 

Indeed, the world has witnessed more gains against poverty in the last 50 years than in the last 500 – and more progress for children in the eight years since the World Summit for Children than in any other period. 

The evidence is abundant – and can be found in indicators ranging from infant mortality and malnutrition to immunization and primary education,  much of it documented in the Secretary-Generals Mid-Decade Report on progress toward the goals set by governments  in 1990 at the World Summit for Children. 

We can take pride in the achievements just in this decade:

 A million fewer children under 5 are dying each year of preventable causes than were dying at the beginning of the decade;

 More than 80 per cent of children in developing countries are now covered by immunization services, which are preventing two-thirds of the deaths that used to be associated with neonatal tetanus – and about 85 per cent of deaths caused by measles;

The lives of millions of children are being saved by oral rehydration therapy, which is now used in the vast majority of diarrhoea cases;


Bacterial pneumonia is coming under control in two-thirds of the countries where acute respiratory infections kills almost as many children as diarrhoea;  

Polio and guinea-worm disease have been pushed virtually to the brink of extinction;

Twelve million more infants a year since 1990 are being spared permanent brain damage thanks to the introduction of iodized salt – while severe manifestations of Vitamin A deficiency – including blindness – have been greatly reduced thanks to large-scale distribution of vitamin supplements.

And there is more: The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, the most universally embraced human rights instrument in history, has awakened governments to the full range of their responsibilities to oversee the well-being and development of all children – including their right to the highest standard of health.

For years, UNICEF has promoted the principle of  “First Call for Children” as an ethical imperative. That principle now has a powerful legal foundation in the Convention, which has become a guide for establishing international standards of behaviour toward children and for securing child rights as enduring ethical principles. 

No human rights treaty was ever been ratified as quickly – or as overwhelmingly. 

Every nation but two – Somalia and the United States of America – has pledged to live by the Convention’s principles, and it is a source of immense pride that in more and more countries, governments are not just making that promise, but are actually setting about to implement child rights. 

Ladies and gentlemen, these extraordinary successes could never have been achieved without the combination of strategies, resources and action that the United Nations and its agencies have worked to promote – and with the kinds of partnerships with civil society typified by UNICEF’s work with PATH.

That’s the good news. 

The bad news is that despite a global consensus on the need to invest in children and reduce poverty, progress in assuring child rights and meeting their needs has fallen far short of expectations. 

Indeed, it is clear that most of the Year 2000 Goals that were set at the World Summit for Children are already beyond reach. 

This is the unfinished business of the remaining two years of the 20th Century that I mentioned earlier. 

It includes those yearly deaths of 12 million children under the age of 5, who continue to succumb to the most common, and maddeningly preventable, childhood ailments. Nearly 7 million of these deaths involve malnutrition, as UNICEF’s report, The State of the Worlds Children 1998, so compellingly shows. 

The unfinished business includes the ravages of malaria, which continues to kill more than a million under-5 children every year, mostly in Africa – a child every 30 seconds. 

It includes 140 million children of primary school age who are not in school – 60 per cent of them girls.


It includes the millions of children brutalized and killed in armed conflict and forced to witness or take part in horrifying acts of violence, many of them as child soldiers. In the last decade, 2 million children have been killed in adult wars, with another 6 million seriously injured or permanently disabled. Many are victims of anti-personnel landmines, unspeakable weapons that continue to kill and maim children at a rate of  8,000 a year – which is why UNICEF is working to promote the earliest possible ratification of the international convention outlawing landmines, a treaty that has already been signed by over 120 governments. 

The unfinished business also includes the 250 million children trapped in hazardous and exploitative forms of labour – and the 2.9 billion people, half of them children, who are struggling to survive the consequences of inadequate sanitation.

And it includes the needless deaths of  nearly 600,000 women a year because of medical complications in pregnancy and childbirth. 

Ladies and gentlemen, maternal mortality is arguably the world’s most neglected health crisis – and it is a measure of that neglect that only in recent years have the full dimensions of  that tragedy begun to emerge. 

It has taken until almost the eve of the 21st Century, but finally the secret is out – that complications in pregnancy and childbirth,  the vast majority of them as treatable as they are  preventable, are killing and disabling more women and girls of child-bearing age than any other set of causes.

Maternal death and disability are also telling indicators of gender discrimination. 

It is no coincidence that Afghanistan, where I visited last month, is distinguished both by severe economic and social restrictions on women – and by the highest estimated maternal mortality rate of any developing country: 1,700 deaths per 100,000 live births – a  truly shocking number when you consider that in other countries where maternal mortality is also unacceptably high, the death rate is typically less than 1,000 per 100,000 live births.

Worldwide, women and girls who are dying of  complications in pregnancy or labor at a rate 20 per cent higher than just a few years ago, when the available statistics appear to have been less a measure of the problem than the extent to which it  was being underreported – a point highlighted in a recent edition of UNICEF’s yearly report, The Progress of Nations.


Maternal mortality is not only a tragedy for children and families – it is a blow for development, because it means that communities and society as a whole are deprived of  incalculable human potential. 

In the midst of all this, other threats are emerging. 

HIV/AIDS seems likely to take its place as a major killer of children by the century’s end, while the resurgence of  communicable diseases like tuberculosis and diphtheria threatens to slow or even reverse hard won-gains in health and social development. 

And there is tobacco. Tobacco-related illness and HIV/AIDS are the only major causes of premature death that are increasing substantially on a global scale. 

Tobacco currently kills nearly 4 million people worldwide, and projections are that the death toll will rise to 10 million by 2030 – 7 million of them in the developing countries, where the global tobacco industry is already spending astronomical sums to lure new customers, especially children and women. As matters now stand, an estimated 300 million of today’s children and teen-agers worldwide will die from tobacco use by the time they are adults if current trends persist.


Ladies and gentlemen, these kinds of dangers have brought UNICEF to a critically important juncture in its 52-year history, one that requires nothing less than a new global agenda for children – an agenda aimed at wrapping up as much of the unfinished business of the 90s as we can, but one that also includes ambitious priorities for children in the next century. 

These priorities are based on insights that we have gained in helping countries to implement the goals of the World Summit for Children.

We have a better understanding, for example, of why the majority of child deaths occur before the age of 2 – and that has helped strengthen the case for why the care and development of children in their earliest years is a crucial area of investment for social development and economic progress.

We know that we must step up our efforts to eliminate all forms of violence and exploitation against women and children.

We know that child rights cannot be assured unless the rights, role and well-being of women are assured as well. 

We know that it is enormously important for children to have an enabling environment for learning – which means, first and foremost, universal access to quality education, especially for girls in developing countries.

We know that there is a growing adolescent population whose urgent needs are poorly addressed because they are so little understood

We know that we must find a way to address the fact that millions of children are becoming orphans because of the HIV/AIDS pandemic.

And we know, finally, that we will never make any real headway against human suffering unless we first eliminate the worst aspects of poverty.

UNICEF’s new agenda is still on the drawing board – but it is rapidly taking shape because of the lessons that we have learned during the eight years since the Summit.

One of  those lessons is that even when time-bound targets are not achieved, the establishment of clearly defined goals for children greatly enhances the effectiveness of our work. They are an important ingredient in galvanizing political will and mobilizing resources, as well as a valuable tool for measuring progress. If UNICEF is to play a leadership role in shaping the global agenda for children into the next century, such goals are essential.

We also know that in the quest to achieve global goals for children, UNICEF is only one player – although  a very central one. 

For this reason our future approach must lend far greater emphasis to building effective partnerships, both globally and at various levels in the many countries where we work. 

And that, ladies and gentlemen, is why UNICEF so treasures its relationships with organizations like PATH.

Thank you. 
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