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SOWC 2011, Wednesday, March 2, 2011 

Hon. Minister of Culture, Youth and Sport, Dr. Frank Anthony,

Ms. Aleema Nasir, Chairperson of the Rights of the Child Commission

Adolescents,

Members of the Diplomatic Corps and Colleagues from the UN 
Members of the Media

Ladies and Gentlemen

Looking around us today, what do we see?  The escalating humanitarian crises and conflicts, economic recession, climate change among other societal ills.  These situations have posed new threats to the aspirations of young people and it is very likely that they may worsen over the next decade. Recognizing the challenges faced by our “next generation”, UNICEF has placed adolescents at the center of its annual flagship report this year - Adolescence: an age of opportunity.

Let’s face it, the adolescent group has become very critical to the welfare and development of children around the world. It's a group that's often neglected in policy, in programmes and a group that, particularly, has special needs. And therefore we felt adolescents as a focus of this year's SOWC report was a very important and timely one to make. 

Today, along with our partners, we are drawing attention to the frustration and limitations many adolescents may feel once they are unable to transition from school to productive and dignified employment, once they are denied adequate nutrition, once they lack access to basic health services and care and once they become mothers in childhood putting their own lives at risk. 

Research clearly shows that children who are marginalized or poor are less likely to transition to secondary education and are more likely to experience violence, abuse and exploitation.  Our geographic location makes us highly vulnerable to environmental risks (floods, droughts) which are aggravated by climate change.  But do you know that two fifths of Guyana’s children reside in flood prone areas, with the low coastal plain being vulnerable to flooding (and the emergence of diseases long since forgotten). Children living in the hinterland are nearly half as unlikely to access an improved water source and 10% less likely to access improved sanitation increasing their vulnerability to climate sensitive diseases. Further, in terms of young single mothers and their children 20% (3, 139 babies - MOH, 2010) of all children are born to teenage mothers  and about one in 115 girls drop out every year from secondary school.  It was found that most teenage mothers are unemployed, unable to provide adequate family incomes and have low parenting skills. 
This year’s report highlights the fact that investing in adolescents is our best hope of bridging the inequalities and breaking this entrenched cycle of poverty. 

So what do we do? 
We need to focus more attention now on reaching adolescents, especially adolescent girls, investing in education, health and other measures to engage them in the process of improving their own lives.  Fulfilling these commitments to adolescents is not only the right thing to do, it is the smart thing to do and it makes economic sense, as well, enabling us to consolidate our historic gains in early childhood and child survival, and to accelerate progress. Only by adopting national policies and targeting adolescents with specific programmes that grant them access to quality education and healthcare while protecting then from pervasive rights abuses can we sustain the global achievements we have made in the first decade of life.


Creating opportunities 
In Guyana, creating opportunities for adolescents has always been a major priority for UNICEF, but we recognize that we have to involve adolescents much more.  Involving adolescents in the decision-making process, providing them with platforms of expression and understanding their role as active citizens and not just as passive recipients, is the need of the hour.  In this regard UNICEF has been supporting the Youth Media News bulleting programme since 2007.  Unlike in the early years when adults were in the forefront of programming production and broadcasting, the last five years has seen a remarkable move to a situation where children are empowered to research, design and produce.

 Other vital areas in which partners need to come together and invest in adolescents include fostering various fora and  spaces for youth participation including sports, creating a supportive environment  for adolescents girls, investing in education and training and tackling poverty and inequity.

· Recognising that youth need space, a safe haven to express themselves (not only verbally) UNICEF has been partnering with the Ministry of Culture Youth and Sport promoting sports for development programmes. Our partnership has seen the strengthening of joint strategies committed to identifying and promoting sports at the community levels for adolescents.  
· Quite recently, we have started assessing community sports ground and facilities in rural and hinterland areas with a view of upgrading them to meet minimum operating standards.  This includes developing guidelines for physical facilities and programmes addressing life skills training, emergency techniques and HIV awareness and prevention, using sports as an entry point.

The Ministry has also commenced work on a robust National Youth Development Policy and we at UNICEF fully support this agenda and have identified this as a priority for 2011. 

· Further, UNICEF continues to support health promotion in schools (thru school health clubs) which promotes healthy lifestyles practices among adolescents and provides a space where our young boys and girls can access information and discuss their issues. Our partnership with the Ministry of Health also extends to the expansion of health services through adolescent friendly spaces where health care providers are trained to understand the challenges facing youth. 

· An as we move closer to bridging the inequities, much emphasis will be placed during this year in the hinterland regions ensuring adolescent girls and boys are provided with knowledge and skills to reduce their vulnerability to HIV and other sexually transmitted diseases.

· Further, Guyana has moved leaps and bounds on the legislative landscape with the expansion of the protective legal environment for children and adolescents (and women also).  Five pieces of legislation have been passed by government with another three being tabled. The work of the visibly committed Child Care and Protection Agency and the Constitutional Commission on the Rights of the Child are also key achievements for adolescent boys and girls. 

· The successful integration of Health and Family Life Education (HFLE) into secondary school curriculum by the Ministry of Education has given the most disadvantaged girls and boys in 5 of Guyana’s 10 regions, (an increase by 37% in 2010) greater access to knowledge  and skills to help reduce the vulnerability  to HIV and AIDS  abuse and interpersonal conflicts.  The pilot Teen Mothers Continuing Education Programme is now the basis for reflection in strategic planning for alternative options for continuing education for pregnant girls and teen mothers.
· Further, the development of comprehensive programming in Dormitory Schools and Child Friendly School Certification along with programme development for Guidance and Counselling in Schools are key areas of support for adolescents for sustaining Quality Basic Education in Guyana.

 And so today as we launch this publication, UNICEF congratulates the Government of Guyana and particularly the Ministry of Culture, Youth and Sport and its partners for having advanced significantly in the provision of services and opportunities especially for children and adolescents. Nevertheless, in spite of the commendable progress there still remain several challenges, as alluded to before, and it is these challenges that demand our attention and investment now.

Today more than 145,500 adolescents in Guyana (approximately 20% of our population) stand at the crossroads between childhood and the adult world – a pivotal time in their lives when they need support in navigating new spaces but also a time when they need to feel integrated into society.  It is our role, our job to see them cross over - breaking the cycle of discrimination, breaking the cycle of inequity – the choice is ours to make and we are confident that together we can bridge this gap.

Thank You.
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