Belgrade, 17 October 2007  
World Poverty Day Marked in the Serbian Parliament 
Statement by Judita Reichenberg, UNICEF Area Representative
Mr. President of the Parliament, Her Excellency, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

The Report on * Poor and Excluded Children in Serbia* published earlier this year tells the story of too many children in this country. In fact it is the story of one - out of every five -children in Serbia. The story of about 300.000 children! 

And who are these children? Where do they live? They are children of large families that are facing difficulties. They live in the city slums or overcrowded areas or in the poor rural communities. Some of them are teenage mothers, some are homeless, run-aways from home and some spend their childhood in institutions. They are children deprived of the minimum that is essential - for good start in life. 

Poverty and exclusion have many faces, the face of hunger and destitution, the face of isolation and shame, the face of illness and ignorance, the face of anger and humiliation, the face of despair and longing. 

These are the faces of 300.000 children in Serbia. You have to agree with me, this is not acceptable! Children that are exposed to deprivation during the childhood suffer long term consequences. Without caring and nurturing family environment the child can not strife, without good education and health services the child can not learn and prosper and without save environment to play with friends the child can not develop. 

Economic growth that brings decent employment and benefits to parents is very important, but not sufficient. Research shows, that only if the economic growth is accompanied with decisive equity measures, such as investment in social sector and in human capital, in inclusive policies and affirmative action - poverty can be reduced and the wellbeing of children improved. 

Addressing child poverty is fundamental to reducing overall poverty. The investment in children and young people is a long term investment with highest return, the key determinant of the success of poverty reduction programmes and the cornerstone for establishment of a truly democratic and equitable society.

At the heart of our country programme of cooperation in Serbia is the fulfillment and protection of rights of children and adolescents, especially those children who live in poverty or are socially excluded. 

We are assisting the government to open widely the doors of schools for children that have been left out, including Roma and children with disabilities. We support the programmes that are making schools child friendly and safe. 

We are assisting in the establishment of youth-friendly services to improve access to health for adolescents. 

We are engaged in justice for children and support the government in the reform of the juvenile justice system to ensure that children and youth in conflict with the law are also treated with fairness and respect and that their chances are not locked away behind the prisons walls. 

And we foster the opportunities for active participation of young people. Peer education and communication programmes are engaging and mobilizing a large number of young people, including those that are usually at the margins – because they live with disabilities, live in institutions or because they are Roma. These programmes are focusing on the concerns of youth, they are breaking social barriers for inclusion, and they foster development of knowledge and life skills that are essential for active and responsible participation of youth in decision making and in asserting and respecting the human rights. 

But a lot more is required. The National Plan of Action for Children – adopted some three years ago - which clearly outlines strategic goals for children in the areas of education, health, justice and social welfare is actually very relevant road-map leading out of child poverty and exclusion. The Poverty Reduction Strategy has taken this road-map into account and progress is being made, however, as noted in the Second Progress report, considerable disparities still persist, that need action at the national and local level. 21 municipalities have developed their own Local Plans of Action for Children and there is creativity and vibrancy in finding solutions and in monitoring progress for poor and excluded children. More localities could do this! 

Ladies and gentlemen, we are all here because of our commitment to social justice. We have the right mind set, the knowledge, the tools even road-maps in our hands to go next step. There is noting that can stop us – but we do need to listen to each other more carefully, synchronize our steps, build more synergies in our efforts. 

We have to make it right for all children – especially for the 300.000 children and adolescents that are being left out from different, important development opportunities. The childhood is a very special window of opportunity that closes with time. For today ” s children - the window is open now – let us not let it close without giving them every opportunity they deserve. 

Thank you

