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Your Excellency Deputy Prime Minister Uktamkon Abdullaeva,

Distinguished Ministers, Deputy Ministers and members of the Governmental delegations,

Dear members of partner organizations,

Ladies and Gentlemen and children of Kyrgyzstan, 
It is a great honor for me to be here today, at the Opening of the 2nd Child Protection Forum of Central Asian countries. I would like to thank and congratulate the Government of Kyrgyzstan and the Deputy Prime Minister, H.E. Uktamkon Abdullaeva for organizing this milestone event, and for the excellent arrangements.
I took up the position of Regional Director for UNICEF in Central and Eastern Europe and the Commonwealth of Independent States a little more than a month ago. It is a pleasure for me to get to know a region with such long experience in social protection and services for children and families. The culture of solidarity that is rooted back in your history and the strong infrastructure in the social sectors that provide most children with the health and education they need for their future, are a good base for our future work together. 
In light of the current global economic crisis the topic chosen for this Forum: “Building and reforming child care systems”, is both timely and of critical importance. The experience from the 1990s, when economies in the region went through an initial crisis, showed us that placing children in state institutions became a coping strategy for many families during economic hard times. This option, that often was planned only as an emergency measure became a long-term solution for many families, with detrimental effects on children. Since then, we have also learned that residential care is the least cost efficient service out of all the different social services that can be provided as family support. 
In this troubled economic period, when families once again see their coping capacities weakened and when more children are at risk of separation and placements in residential care services, we need to mobilize all possible efforts to maintaining and reinforcing social policies and services aiming at supporting the most vulnerable families. In the coming years, maintaining the focus on child care reform, and investing heavily in measures to prevent children from being separated from their biological families needs to be a priority to all countries here today! 
The concern for children without parental care has been on the international agenda for decades. In all parts of the world, millions of children grow up in institutions despite the growing knowledge that children cannot develop to their full potential in such environment. With the support of Sweden, UNICEF has been supporting a series of regional meetings in CEE/CIS on this topic to help countries take stock of progress and foster exchanges of lessons learned. The first meeting was in South-East Europe in July 2007. In December 2008, another meeting of key stakeholders in the reform took place in Russia. Our meeting over the coming three days is bringing together not only Central Asian countries, but also representatives from Azerbaijan and Turkey and a number of international experts, will allow us to take stock of current efforts to reform child care systems and share experiences on how to further accelerate the reform. 
As formal care systems are being transformed throughout the region, it is clear that there have been successes in all countries.
· In acceding to the Convention on the Rights of the Child, all the countries present here today, have taken the commitment to look after the best interests of the Child. All countries have developed policies and modernized their legislations in line with the Convention, recognizing the importance of family based care for children who, for different reasons cannot stay in their biological families.

· There are also many interesting examples of new services which are being developed. 
· Several countries have started reforms to change the governance of their child care system, and to improve the gatekeeping of the system. There are successes in preventing children entering institutions at sub-national levels where there have been efforts to support families.
· There are experiences of de-institutionalization of selected institutions.

· I am aware that the Government of Kyrgyzstan has initiated a reform of the child protection system towards strengthening social services at the community level, enhancing coordination among state agencies and developing alternatives to institutions. I would like to congratulate the Government for these initiatives and to stress that our UNICEF office here in Kyrgyzstan is fully ready to support your efforts. 
At the same time as we acknowledge and congratulate ourselves for the successes, it is equally important that we look at the challenges that remain. Currently in the Central Asian region and Azerbaijan there are more than 230,000 children who grow up in different types of formal care arrangements and the rates of children who need this kind of protection is increasing, despite of reforms. As many as 160.000 of these children are in particularly precarious situations, growing up in residential care, far from the nurturing environment only a family can provide. Poverty of the family is a leading cause for why children are placed in formal care, and this despite of the recent year’s GDP growth in many countries. As many as 30% of these children are children with various types and degrees of disabilities. Many of them could have stayed in their biological families had they been provided with some additional supports. Many are also very young children, under the age of three, for whom residential care has proven to have long-lasting detrimental effects on development. 

Although many countries have introduced new child care services, they are still often provided only on a pilot basis and covering a limited geographical area. Until these new initiatives are moved to scale and new services are available to all familes in need, disparities will continue and the impact will be limited. There are only a few examples of countries that have developed national and operational plans, with clear targets and timelines for the transformation of the whole system. 
I hope that in the discussions over the next three days, countries will share their successful experiences but also confront the remaining challenges and try to identify ways to overcome these obstacles. It is time to take some bold decisions. While it is clear that the current economic crisis likely will have an impact on the number of families facing social and economic hardship, we have to renew our commitment to a reform of the child care system and make sure that residential care institutions do not get a new boost following a possible and sudden influx of more children. We have to make sure to mitigate the impact of the financial crisis on families and children and make the much needed investments in services to support families. We have to shift scarce financial resources from expensive residential care to more cost effective social services to support families at risk! Much of the know-how on the systemic reform needed to fulfill child rights to a family are available here in this room and over the coming three days. 
In closing, I would like to thank the Government of Kyrgyzstan and the Deputy Prime Minister again, for hosting this event and for your gracious hospitality and welcome to your country. I would also like to warmly greet all the delegations from the 7 participating countries; Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkey, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan, the team of international experts, representatives from partner organizations and civil society. I wish everyone a highly productive meeting with active and open discussions. 
Remember that one year in the life of a young child is an eternity to that child. Let us act now with a renewed sense of urgency to reform and strengthen child care services. The children in need of care and support cannot wait!  
Thank you.
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