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Distinguished Guests  
 
Ladies and Gentlemen, 
 
 
I am delighted to welcome all of you to the Malaysian Launch of “The State of the World’s Children 
2005” which incidentally will be launched in Malaysia at approximately the same time as the global launch 
in London by UNICEF’s Executive Director, Ms. Carol Bellamy.  
 
A special warm welcome to Her Excellency Tun Dr. Siti Hasmah binti Mohamad Ali who has made 
immense contributions to the wellbeing of children in Malaysia and around the world. Your presence here 
this evening is recognition of the importance of mobilising all parts of society in ensuring that the protection 
of childhood for children should always be the number one priority in all agendas for all people. We are 
grateful for your support to launch the Report in Malaysia together with other Malaysian women heroes.  
 
A special welcome also to the Parliamentary Secretary for Education, The Honourable Mrs Komala 
Deviand the Honourable Datin Paduka Marina Mahathir, both of whom have worked tirelessly, with 
dedication and courage to help Malaysian children. We are honoured that you can join us this evening to 
share with us your commitment to the children in Malaysia. 
 
I would also like to thank our media friends for making time to share in this very important event with us. 
The media, as we all know, plays a vital role in raising awareness of global issues. More importantly, the 
media plays a tremendous and very critical role in shaping children's lives. I am confident that through your 
support and attention to the wellbeing of children, most if not all the burning problems facing our children 
today, can be resolved.   
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Finally, please allow me to extend a heartfelt and very special welcome to the 50 young people who are 
with us this evening. More than half of them have traveled all the way from Kedah to share with us a 
special choral performance on this year’s World AIDS Day theme “Women, Girls and HIV/AIDS”. UNICEF 
warmly welcomes you to Kuala Lumpur.  
 
I would also like to make special mention of a group of very enthusiastic young Malaysians who have been 
working extremely hard for the last three weeks to produce a TV special in conjunction with UNICEF’s 
International Children’s Day of Broadcasting on 12 December.  All of us will get a chance to view part of 
this TV Special later this evening. And lastly, a heartfelt thanks to 10 young journalist and broadcasters for 
participating in a live webchat programme yesterday evening as part of the perlaunch of this Report. 
Together with their peers from the Occupied Palestine Territories, Nigeria and the United Kingdom, they 
discussed issues revolving around poverty, conflict and HIV/AIDS with our Executive Director, Ms. Carol 
Bellamy. Please allow me to introduce them to all of you:   

1. Aaron Ong 

2. Aminda Faizura Omar 

3. Dahlia Martin 

4. Gan Huan Jing   

5. Jennifer  Guan Huey Chen 

6. Khairul Amanda bt Sabri     

7. Lam Ee Wen 

8. Lim Su Ann 

9. Muhammad Ahnaf bin Abdul Rahim       
 
 
Together with your peers from around the world, you continue to show us the value of your participation in 
programmes that concern your welfare and your future. Some of you are already working within your own 
communities to promote child rights and to better the lives of your peers. UNICEF applauds your 
participation and involvement. Thank you for sharing with us your voices, your ideas and your hopes.  We 
need to continue to hear from you and to learn from you. 
 
 
Ladies and Gentlemen: 
 
Childhood under Threat – A Reflection of the Times We Live in Today   
 
The theme for the 2005 State of the World’s Children – Childhood Under Threat - is a reflection of the 
frightening times that we live in these days. There is no denying that the significant advances made in 
recent decades to fulfil children’s rights is today at risk of reversal from three key threats, namely poverty, 
armed conflict and HIV/AIDS. 
 
And frightening as these times maybe to us adults, it is far more devastating for the billion or so children 
around the world who are being forced to accept these horrors as part of their normal childhood years.   
Not only is their Childhood under serious threat, so is their future to grow up as responsible well adjusted 
adults. 
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Ladies and Gentlemen: 
 
Childhood – The Foundation for a Better Future  
 
Childhood is the foundation of hopes for a better future – for our societies, our nations, the global 
community and most importantly for our children.  
 
Childhood is much much more than just the space between birth and the attainment of adulthood. It refers 
to the state and condition of a child’s life, to the quality of those years.   
 
And despite the intellectual debates about the definition of children and cultural differences about what to 
expect of children, there has always been a substantial degree of shared understanding that childhood 
implies a separated and safe space where children live free from fear, safe from violence and protected 
from abuse and exploitation.  
 
I am sure we all remember our own childhood years and how important those memories are to us today. 
Our memories are happy ones – of a precious carefree part of our life when we were given all the love and 
encouragement by our family and extended community of caring adults to learn, play and grow strong and 
confident to take on the challenges we face as adults. Those were in fact our formative years that have 
helped define who and what we are today. 
 
 
The Gap Between an Ideal and Reality 
 
And yet our personal childhood memories are so far removed from that of so many children today. For 
whom childhood is an empty word, a painful living experience and a broken promise.  

· A child who has been kidnapped by a paramilitary group and compelled to bear arms or forced 
into sexual slavery CANNOT have a childhood. 

· A child who lives in abject poverty without adequate food, safe water, sanitation facilities and 
shelter CANNOT have a childhood. 

· A child who has to leave school to look after dying parents and work for money to put food on 
the table CANNOT have a childhood. 

 
The gap between the ideal that we wish for our children and the reality that millions of children live through 
are worlds apart.  Let me share with you the experiences of some billion children around the world today: 

· One in six children is severely hungry.  

· Over 120 million children are shut out of primary schools, the majority of them girls. 

· 180 million children work in the worst forms of child labour. 

· 1.2 million children are trafficked each year. 

· 2 million children, mostly girls, are exploited in the sex industry. 

· Hundreds of thousands of children have been forced to witness or take part in acts of violence. 

· AIDS is now the single largest killer of people ages 15-49 worldwide. In 2003, almost half a 
million children under age 15 died because of AIDS, while 630,000 children became newly 
infected. 
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The children of the world – our children are living in a shadow of terrifying fear as poverty strips away their 
basic rights; as armed conflict and struggle becomes part of their daily lives and as HIV/AIDS robs them of 
their parents, leaving them alone and more vulnerable to all kinds of risks that will further threaten their 
wellbeing. 
 
 
When 1+1 is More than 2 
 
And while poverty, conflict and HIV/AIDS are not the only factors which undermine childhood they are 
certainly among the most significant, with profoundly damaging effects on a child’s chances of survival 
after the early years of life. The damage caused by these threats lingers well beyond the years of 
childhood, and increases the likelihood that the next generation of children will be affected by the same 
threat. As damaging as these three major threats are by themselves, when two or even all three coincide 
the impact on children’s lives is devastating.  
 
The vision of childhood that unites countries and peoples is at odds with the one that most children in the 
world actually experience. Into this gap between ideal and reality, between Convention and convention, 
more young lives plunge with every passing day. And with each child that falls into this chasm, a little more 
of the world’s shared future is compromised. 
 
 
Ladies and Gentlemen: 
 
The welfare of today’s children is linked with the peace of tomorrow’s world 
 
In 1965, UNICEF was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize.  It was not UNICEF’s aspirations as an institution, 
but the global aspiration for our children and for our future that was being honored.  It was our collective 
human memory of childhood, and the dreams born of those memories, that were being acknowledged.    
 
When he accepted the Nobel Peace Prize on behalf of UNICEF, then-Executive Director Henry LaBouisse, 
said: 
 
“… to me, the great, the most important meaning of this Nobel award is the solemn recognition that the 
welfare of today’s children is inseparably linked with the peace of tomorrow’s world.” 
 
Forty years later we see that truth more clearly than ever.  The world has set goals in recognition of the 
importance of investing in children. Beginning in 1959 when the UN General Assembly adopted the 
Declaration of the Rights of the Child which defines children’s rights to protection, education, health care, 
shelter and good nutrition. It did so again in 1990 at the World Summit for Children, and again in 2002 at 
the UN General Assembly Special Session on Children.  In between, every nation on earth agreed to the 
Millennium Development Goals, six out of eight which are related to investment in children.  All of these tell 
us one thing, something we all understand: there is no better way to change the world than with children, 
that there is no better return on investment for any country, in the medium and long run, than investing in 
children. 
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Yet we must ask why we continually fall short of the goals that we have set.   
 

· Why have we as adults, continued to break every promise that we have made to our children?  

· Why have we as adults allowed the type of devastation outlined earlier to wreak the daily lives 
of our children.  

· Why are we remaining silent? Why are we not doing anything? Why are we not doing enough? 

 

 
Finding the Right Leaders to Invest in our Children  
 
Perhaps investing in children is a hard sell, but I don’t think so.  It just takes the right leaders to sell it.  
Leaders who understand the aspirations we all share, who grasp both the fears and joys within our 
memories, who can sell us faith in our own dreams.  We believe those leaders must come from all sectors, 
not just government.  They probably already know who they are.  In media, inacademia, in business, in civil 
society.   
 
In the end, it’s about quality leadership. That’s what we at UNICEF believe.  Provide every child a loving 
environment, fortify each child’s health, give every child a quality basic education, and allow every child to 
grow to adulthood in dignity.  If we have leaders who do only these few things we will have radically 
changed our world. 
 
This is our hope with the State of the World’s Children 2005.  
 
There might be some who will dismiss as utopian the conviction that the majority – let alone all – of the 
world’s children could actually experience a childhood that is infused with love, care and protection, in a 
family environment with ample scope to survive, grow, develop and participate. UNICEF is not among 
them.  We know that change for the better can happen if each and everyone of us plays our own 
independent and critical role. We are convinced that the right leaders who are driven with conviction that 
their children deserve only the best, can make our hope an absolute reality.  
  
UNICEF Malaysia is therefore truly heartened to have with us this evening some of Malaysia’s most 
amazing women who have come together without hesitation to make their promise to ensure the safety 
and wellbeing of the lives of children in Malaysia.  
 
And we chose women in particular to launch the report for some very special reasons: 

· Because women are creators of new life, the caretakers of daily life and the custodians and 
transmitters of community norms and social values.  

· Because women hold families and communities together and are a source of great strength in 
facing adversity. They are the teachers, breadwinners and care givers – providing inspiration, 
strength and hope to all.  

· Because women play a critical role in nurturing and shaping the lives of our children. 
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Ladies and Gentlemen,  

 
The Voices of our Children  
 
Let me finally conclude with the voices of child delegates as they spoke to the United Nations General 
Assembly Special Session on May 2002:  
 
They said: 
 
“We are the world’s children. 
 
We want a world fit for children, because a world fit for us is a world fit for everyone. 
 
In this world, 
 
We see respect for the rights of the child 
 
We see an end to the vicious cycle of poverty 
 
We see the active participation of children 
 
We are not the sources of problems; we are the resources that are needed to solve them. 
 
We are not expenses; we are investments. 
 
 
And they reminded each us of us: 
 
“You call us the future, but we are also the present.” 
 
Thank you.  
 


