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This week, the world celebrates the 20th anniversary of the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), which the United Nations General Assembly adopted on 20 November 1989.  It formally came into force in September 1990 after the mandatory minimum number of 20 countries had ratified the convention.  Guyana ratified the CRC on 14 January 1991 and can thus be rightly considered as one of the pro-active countries that embraced the convention as the foundation for improvements in the situation of children.  Today, all but two countries in the world have ratified the CRC.  This makes it the most widely ratified treaty to date in the world.
The CRC established a set of normative standards to guide government and at the same time serve as the basis of judging governments' treatment of children.  In this regard, 5 of the Convention’s 41 substantive articles are generally given special emphasis because they are basic to the implementation of all rights.   They are:  

Article 1:  
definition of the child as a person below the age of 18 -- this marked the first time a universal and clear age definition of a child became available.
Article 2:
non-discrimination; meaning that all rights guaranteed by the convention must be available to all children without discrimination of any kind

Article 3:
the best interest of the child must be a primary consideration in all actions concerning children.

Article 6: 
every child has the right to life, survival and development 

Article 12: 
respect for views of the child.  The child’s view must be considered and taken into account in all matters affecting her or him.
How has Guyana as a country fared with regard to these articles?  Starting from a point where they were non-existent or weak, today we have a comprehensive package of policies and legislation aimed at guaranteeing the rights of children all over the country.  We now have a National Policy on Domestic Violence, a Protection of Children Bill, a Child Care and Protection Agency Bill, an Adoption Bill, and a Status of Children Bill enshrining the principles of the best interest of the child in the Guyanese legal framework.  We now have a Commission for Children and the Child Protection Unit in the Ministry of Human Services and Social Security aimed at giving force to these policies. The Unit’s work is being reinforced by initiatives such as the “Stamp it Out” national consultation on the elimination of sexual violence against women, minimum operating standards for institutional care of children, and legal aid for children in Regions 2, 4, 5, 6, and 10.  Space and time constraints do not permit provision of details here but it is clear that Guyana has recorded good progress in the improvement of child survival and development and several other aspects of the CRC.  This calls for celebrations by the government and people of Guyana and the country’s development partners including the child-focused United Nations agency that I represent --- The United Nations Children’s Fund, UNICEF.

For us, the essence of celebration today is two-fold.  First, we acknowledge the progress recorded and the lessons we have learned along the way and salute the work of all those that have brought us to where we are.  Second, we acknowledge that our work is very far from being over.  We still have considerable distance to cover to ensure that all children in all nooks and corners of this country enjoy the rights enshrined in the CRC.  
Based on the Government’s 2007 MDG report, Guyana is unlikely to achieve its MDG targets on reduction of child mortality, maternal health, and malaria and other diseases by 2015.  Achievement of other MDG targets (i.e., targets on eradication of extreme poverty, eradication of extreme hunger, universal primary education, promotion of gender equality and empowerment of women, combating HIV/AIDS, and environmental sustainability) were assessed as probably or potentially likely by 2015.  However, the global financial, fuel, and food crises and their heavy toll on the economy may have adversely affected these 2007 projections.  Even if the country were on track for all MDGs, we now know that there is still the challenge of matching national aggregate progress toward the MDGs with equity.  The hinterland and indigenous and vulnerable groups lag behind on basic social development indicators and the MDGs. 
The challenge of fulfillment of the rights enshrined in the CRC is therefore one of how, in the environment of constrained economic and fiscal space, Guyana (with the support of its development partners) can at the same time improve the situation of children and women with equity.  Review and re-prioritization of social and poverty spending, targeted poverty reduction initiatives, reduction of dropout and repetition rates in schools and from vocational and life skills programmes, and improvement of secondary school enrollment have been rightly identified by government as the way to go.  Also rightly identified are improvement of the quality and relevance of education, improvements in access to and utilization of health care services and skilled personnel, stronger social safety nets, wider access to safe water, and improved sanitation.  Enforcement of laws and the effective functioning of agencies and bodies (such as the Child Commission) charged with work on the fulfillment of children’s rights are also critical success factors that should be at the core of action.
In my view, the political will is there.  This was clear from my discussion with His Excellency, President Bharrat Jagdeo when I met with him recently.  The remaining task is to translate that political will into action.  UNICEF reaffirms its support to the government and people of Guyana.  As the lead UN agency for matters relating to children, we will continue to support the government to move from a project-based approach to one that leverages all available resources and reduces duplications.  Lesson learned from the past counsel that this approach must also promote inter-sectorality, be equity-sensitive, and has to be squarely focused on scaling up interventions to achieve universal coverage for the fulfillment of the rights of all children.  We know that there are gaps in knowledge that we need to be able to work within this framework.  Closing that gap is therefore something we must do urgently.  An assessment and analysis of the situation children and women in Guyana to be undertaken soon by the Government of Guyana, with the support of UNICEF, will provide an opportunity that we must seize to close that knowledge gap.

This is the way forward and I have no doubt that Guyana can and is willing to move in that direction.  Let us all now rededicate ourselves, our respective organizations, and our various groups to that movement. Let us commit ourselves to ensuring that 20 years from today, the children of Guyana and history will look back and say yes, celebration of the 20th anniversary of the CRC in Guyana was a catalytic turning point that drove accelerated progress on work and achievement of results with regard to the Convention on the Rights of the Child.

1

