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Mr. President, Madam First Lady, Your Majesty, distinguished guests, ladies and gentlemen.  Good evening.  Many thanks to the Government of Brazil for hosting this important congress.  A special thanks to the youth delegates, several of whom I met with today.  

A couple of years ago, I met a 16-year-old girl in Rwanda who made an eloquent presentation about the needs of her country.   When she finished, she asked me a very direct question: ‘What are you going to do to stop the rapes?’
While numbers are hard to determine, it is estimated that each year hundreds of thousands of children are victims of some form of sexual abuse or exploitation.  This is a gross violation of their rights, it is a moral and ethical outrage, an assault on the world’s conscience.

Children who already live on the margins of society are especially vulnerable to sexual abuse, including those who are poor, work as domestic servants, live on the streets, or are caught in conflict or natural disasters.  Sexual abuse leaves deep psychological, and at times, physical scars and diminishes hopes of schooling and of leading a life of dignity.  

I have met girls in the Democratic Republic of Congo who suffered the consequences of rape and violence by soldiers.  And I have met girls who were sold to brothels for someone else’s gain including a young woman from Kyrgyzstan who was trafficked to Dubai and forced into prostitution when she was only 12.

We know that young and adolescent girls are particularly vulnerable but boys too suffer from sexual exploitation.  In Afghanistan, there is a traditional practice known as ‘bacha-bazi’ or ‘boy play’, where young boys are forced into sexual servitude by older men.  
Sexual exploitation of children happens around the world.   No country or region is immune.

In a national study in Romania of 13 to 14 year olds, 9% of the children reported that they had been sexually violated in the family.   And in some countries, such as Yemen, girls as young as 9 have been forced by their families to marry men who are often more than three times their age.
Child marriage continues to be justified as a positive social norm with social and financial benefits.  Yet young brides are more vulnerable to domestic violence.  They are also likely to be taken out of school, they are at higher risk of contracting HIV/AIDS and many have children before they are physically ready.  Data shows that girls who give birth before the age of 15 are five times more likely to die in childbirth than women in their 20s.

 Child domestic laborers are especially vulnerable to sexual exploitation.   Many of the girls come from extremely poor households and are sent to live with wealthier families in the hope of a better life.  But too often the reality is sexual abuse.

Predators continue to use new tools to target children including cyber space.  Adults can prey on children in chat rooms and use the internet to post or download pornography.

The International Center for Missing and Exploited Children reports that child pornography is a multi-billion dollar global industry.  Much of the business is done through the internet.  According to their data, 82% of identified offenders had images of children younger than 12.  
Child pornography is exploitation.  There are no innocent bystanders.

Children continue to be victims of the commercial sex industry.  Just last month, authorities in the United States broke up a national child prostitution ring and saved 47 children.  The victims were between 13 and 17-years old.  All but one were girls.

More must be done to address the vulnerability of children to sexual exploitation in all its forms.  It is a multi-faceted problem demanding a collaborative response from governments, law enforcement, NGOs, the private sector and communities.

Addressing the issue of exploitation requires:
· focusing on education and life skills;
· building local capacity to protect children;
· strengthening existing laws and holding abusers to account;
· implementing and monitoring international conventions;
· and helping victims re-enter society.

Law enforcement officers and health workers must be trained to provide support to child victims.  Private companies such as Microsoft are working with law enforcement in cyber crime investigations, including child pornography, trafficking and prostitution of children.  
Children and their parents must also be better educated about the risks related to the internet and chat rooms.   
Better data on sexual exploitation needs to be collected. Good data informs decisions about where to invest and about what policies and initiatives deliver the best results.

Well functioning legal systems are critical to protect children against sexual exploitation and abuse with enforcement mechanisms to punish those who commit such crimes.  While legal obligations lie with the state all sectors of society share the responsibility of condemning and preventing sexual exploitation and abuse against children.

Harmful cultural traditions have to be addressed.  A 9-year-old girl does not decide to get married.  It is a decision forced upon her.  Sexual exploitation is a way to assert control over others often by men against women and children.  

Horrible acts of abuse have taken place within the ranks of the church and among UN peacekeepers who violate the very people they have come to protect.  Men are a big part of the problem and they need to be a big part of the solution.

As we gather here for this Congress the question of the 16-year-old girl from Rwanda remains painfully relevant.  ‘What are we going to do to stop the rapes?’  It is a question that we must answer collectively  and with a renewed sense or urgency.
Thank you.
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