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Excerpts from the Press Conference by UNICEF Executive Director, Ann M. Veneman at the Press Syndicate, Cairo, Egypt

Tuesday February 20, 2007

One of the things that we in UNICEF care deeply about is the achievement of the Millennium Development Goals. We like to say that children are at the heart of the Millennium Development Goals, whether its universal primary education, poverty alleviation and hunger reduction, reduction of child mortality…. getting clean water and sanitation…….And what I have seen here is that Egypt is well on track to meet the MDGs and I think can serve as a model to other countries in terms of improving social indicators over a relatively short period of time. 
For example, the child mortality rate (where the goal is to reduce levels by two thirds by 2015). In 1990, the base year, Egypt was at 104 per thousand live births of child mortality, (it) is now at 33. So they have not only met but exceeded the MDG. Of course we’d like to see child mortality come down further, but this is tremendous progress. Likewise Egypt is well on its way to meeting universal primary education, water and sanitation….Obviously there is still a lot of poverty, but I think its not only impressive what’s happening economically, but that the social indicators -- those that we use to measure the MDGs -- are also showing tremendous progress in this country.

On impressions of Egypt

I have had a lot of time meeting with officials here but I have also had the opportunity to visit a school and a centre for street children…. I have not had time to actually go deep into the rural areas or into the other parts of the country. We have driven around the city quite a lot and I’ve seen certainly pockets of affluence and pockets of poverty and lots in-between. So I think that I have seen a fair picture at least of the life in and around Cairo and its environs. And I must say I think it is a country of contrasts: there’s great development going on when you look at something like the Smart (Village), but there’s also -- I know -- great poverty and it’s a topic that is of continuing concern, and it is an issue that I think many in this country are trying to address, not just the government but also the NGOs and the private sector as I said. 

Education 

I had the opportunity to visit a community-based school that is really targeted at girls who would otherwise not be going to school. This is an approach that I think in teaching is much more interactive with the students, one where there is much more opportunity for the children to have input, ask questions and so forth, and I thought this is an excellent project, not only because there is such a strong commitment by the government but also because there is such a strong commitment on the part of the community itself to help to determine how best get girls into school and keep them in school. 
(So while) I see a lot of progress on girls’ education, I think there’s still a way to go in terms of making sure that every child is not only in school but getting a quality education, and while I see a lot being done in that regard there’s still additional work that needs to be done to ensure that children do get an education. 

On Street Children 

We had the opportunity to visit a day-care centre for street children, where they are getting access to food, education, but I think that overall in our discussions here we’ve seen a  lot of growing attention toward the issue of street children. It’s an issue that we don’t have complete data on. There are numbers that range from 100,000 to a million in terms of the number of street children who may be out there – we don’t know the answer. So one of the things that I think is clear is that we need more information and data about who these children are, what’s causing them to be homeless, what’s causing them to be on the street, and really how many there are, how big the problem is.  But I am impressed with many of the programmes that I saw in this regard.

I think that what we’ve seen here is that there is increasing investment into the issue of street children, in terms of the number of NGOs that are coming in, in terms of government programmes and what they are going to do about street children. But I think its not just about spending money on fixing the issue of street children from the standpoint of giving them food and shelter and education. It is also about how do you fix the problem of the family that is causing this; how do you get the kind of social workers to intervene to be a part of solution to make sure that families can come together; how do you get parents to take responsibility for the children. Because most of these children – at least from what we were told -- still have parents living, they are not orphans. They are simply children who for one reason or another – primarily broken homes – that are ending up on the streets. It’s really a tragedy. 
On FGM/C  

This is an issue that impacts young girls, (and) it is a violation of their rights, and something where we hope we will continue to see a downward trend in this practice in this country, so that ultimately we can see the elimination of this harmful practice to girls and women. 
Last fall, in November I was in Senegal. There has been a programme there that has worked community by community to really address the issue with the community as a whole, with the religious leaders, bringing men and women together -- which wasn’t happening --, to really bring the issue to the forefront. What they found when they started this programme is that you had to do groups of communities at a time. Because if you didn’t, your daughter wouldn’t have somebody to marry …and I think that’s one of the cultural concerns that comes along with this. And so I think the idea of communities declaring themselves free of this practice is an effective one if in fact it is going to be followed, and that the community really has ownership of it. 
We met also the Grand Sheikh (of Al Azhar) and raised the issue with him. As you know, he has made public statements that (FGM) is not a part of what’s in the Koran, and I think that’s critical that people recognize that this is a cultural and not a religious issue. And if they know that their religion is not requiring it, then hopefully they will take it out of their cultural practice. In some rural areas that’s a very important message to get across. 
On women’s empowerment

We call it the “double dividend”. If women are empowered, then children benefit. So we think that focusing on education – especially girls’ education – is critical. It’s also very important that the issue of violence against women in so many parts of the world be addressed. In too many parts of the world, women are subjected to violence in the family, they’re subjected to violence in the street – whether it’s sexual violence or other kinds of violence. In many parts of the world there aren’t many repercussions – the laws aren’t enforced, the laws aren’t implemented, and we believe that that kind of thing has to be addressed if women are to be treated as equals. 
On partnerships

We’ve talked with the private sector about the importance of partnerships, about the importance of working together, with the development community and the private sector and the government to solve problems and get results and focus on the issues of children. We met with private sector entities which have been involved in building schools, in building healthcare facilities, in looking at the issues of street children and addressing their issues as well, so I think we have seen also a very very commendable engagement not just on the part of the government and the NGOs and civil society, but also on the part of the private sector – very impressive indeed. 
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