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Judita Reichenberg

UNICEF Area Representative for the Republic of Serbia 

INTERNATIONAL DAY OF ERADICATION OF POVERTY
– Rights of the child and child’s dignity in poverty –
Honourable Madam President, Mr. Omerovic, Excellencies, Distinguished Colleagues and Friends, Ladies and Gentlemen, 
Data of the Living Standard Measurement Survey in Serbia show that in the past five years the percentage of people living in poverty has been almost halved. Therefore, the economic growth and the poverty reduction measures have positive results. Excellent! But, the concern is that little has changed among the most vulnerable groups. The poverty profile has remained the same. It has of Roma, women, the face of rural areas, displaced persons – and in all these groups there are children. Children have remained among the most vulnerable groups.

Last year, on this same day, I presented the data from our “Poor and Excluded Children in Serbia“ report, which shows that almost every fifth child in Serbia is either poor or at risk of falling into abyss of poverty. I spoke about children from big families, about children living in overcrowded Roma settlements, or in remote rural areas, about children with disabilities, and street children. I spoke about children who are deprived of their rights, about children for whom little has changed! 

Poverty has long-term consequences for children, because it influences their development – and this is the sequence of events that cannot be postponed. It is not accidental that the Convention on the Rights of the Child in its Article 27 recognises “the right of every child to a standard of living adequate for physical, mental, moral and social development...“And that the same Article demands the states to provide support to all parents, and especially those who experience difficulties, so that every can realise the right to his or her development. 

Poverty has a negative influence on each aspect of a child’s development - health, opportunities for education, and opportunities for healthy socialisation. In other words, poverty is the negation of the opportunity for development and the negation of human dignity. Children themselves know this, too, although they say it in a different way. Here is what some of them told us when we conducted a “Research on Poverty of Children in Serbia“ a few years ago and asked them directly how they see their situation: 

“Mum, dad, brothers and I share one room, and that’s difficult for a girl. We cook, sleep and watch TV in that very room.“
“I’d like to invite my friends over, but I’m ashamed and afraid then they wouldn’t want to be friends with me anymore.“ 

 “I’d like to play football, but one can’t do it if one has no sports shoes.“
“It’s not a problem when it’s snowing – I go to school on skies. The worst is when it rains: there’s flood and it’s muddy, and it takes a long time to get there.“

Saving children from poverty is not a matter of good will and compassion. Serbia has ratified the Convention on the Rights of the Child, and thus committed itself to guarantee that every child have an opportunity to develop to his or her full potentials.

In order to meet the undertaken commitment, we have to bear in mind the three principles of the human rights of children: universality, accountability and monitoring of progress in the realisation of rights. The respect for these principles thus requires that the government provides every child with the same minimal conditions for development. This requires open and 

transparent institutions and mechanisms for formulating policies, as well as for managing and delivering social services. What is also needed is monitoring systems to track the impact on children of policies and the functioning of public services.  Monitoring progress implies the efficient implementation of    strategies and laws, adequate allocation of available resources, and also continuous evaluation and informing the public. 

We are glad that the National Assembly of the Republic of Serbia has begun to consider a   possibility of forming a multi-board parliamentary body to deal with issues related to child rights. This is the only way for the proposed legal solutions and budgets to be analysed from child rights perspective, from the aspect of different development dimensions, including health, education, family, local development and the like.   
And Serbia has sufficient knowledge and enough resources to guarantee every child the opportunity for good development.  

Let me finish with a quote – 

“Like slavery and apartheid, poverty is not natural. It is man-made and it can be overcome and eradicated by the actions of human beings. Overcoming poverty is not a gesture of charity. It is an act of justice“. These are the words of – whom else but – Nelson Mandela. 

Thank you.
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