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REMARKS BY MS. MISRAK ELIAS

Country Representative
 UNICEF South Africa 

International Children’s Day Celebration

Kings Park Soccer Stadium
Durban
1 June 2004

Honourable Premier of KwaZulu Natal, distinguished guests, ladies and gentlemen, it is an honour for me to be with you today to celebrate International Children’s Day in your Province. 
The organisation that I represent, the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), is today mindful of the World Conference for the Well-Being of Children held in 1925 in Geneva, Switzerland, where fifty-four countries passed Geneva Declaration Protecting Children, a document that focused on poverty, prevention of child labour, education and other issues related to the welfare of children. 
It was this historic Declaration that set the stage for several countries around the world , including South Africa, today, to set aside a day designated as Children’s Day…a day to encourage and bring joy to children and to draw the attention of all societies to the critical issues affecting their lives.  

But today, we must ask ourselves, how well have we done?  In May 2002, at the conclusion of the United Nations Special Session on Children, member governments adopted a document called A World Fit for Children in which they pledged to undertake specific programmes of action, within very specific time-frames, to improve the lives of children in their respective countries.
Just this past week, as I listened to President Mbeki’s State of the Nation Address to the first Joint Sitting of the Third Democratic Parliament on 21 May 2004, I realised how seriously this country has taken the call to create a “South Africa fit for Children”. In this regard, wonderful strides are being made here, at national, provincial and at local community levels. 

The priorities the President identified, included: easy access to clean running water; making about 3,2 million children  eligible for child support grants; improving  programmes that promote a better health profile of the nation; easy access to clean water for all households to help in the fight against cholera and other waterborne diseases; implementation of the Comprehensive Plan on HIV and AIDS; intensifying the housing programme; opening of the doors of learning and culture as a way to  improve the quality of life of all South Africans, and improving the safety and security of all citizens and communities. 

By focussing on the critical importance of community-based action, these commitments made by the President imply that you, your Provincial Ministers and the Provincial Legislature have the responsibility to oversee the implementation process.   Gauging from the many processes related to children that are underway in your Province that UNICEF is either party to, or has witnessed, we can truly say that KZN is moving towards creating “a Province fit for Children”.
Honourable Premier, distinguished guests, UNICEF is also aware that the Province of KwaZulu Natal --- one of the important focal areas for UNICEF’s Programme of Cooperation in South Africa --- despite notable achievements, has much to do to in responding to the President’s call to accomplish meaningful change in the daily lives of children.   In this regard, I should like to take this opportunity to restate the commitment of my organisation to supporting KZN in accomplishing these goals.    
We are specifically committed to supporting  national and provincial policies and strategies to develop the capacity of communities and families to provide a supportive and enabling environment for orphans and vulnerable children and to support prevention strategies for and girls and boys infected and affected by HIV/AIDS.
UNICEF South Africa has also pledged its support for programmes to help build life skills and to protect children and young people, particularly girls, from all forms of abuse, violence, exploitation, discrimination in their schools and communities.

Although the celebration of International Children’s Day brings to a close the end of the annual Child Protection Week, we can continue to celebrate this day and children by ensuring that issues related to children remain a priority on all our agendas.  As the Minister of Social Development, Dr. Zola Skweyiya, pointed out in his statement marking the launch of Child Protection Week, we now have an opportunity to rededicate ourselves to ensuring that children are fully able to exercise their constitutional rights and enjoy the full dignity of freedom.
For us in UNICEF this means providing all children with the opportunity for a good start in life, a good quality education, access to essential social services including clean water and sanitation and ensuring their protection from abuse, discrimination and HV/AIDS in a caring, supportive environment, while building up young people’s life skills to help bolster them from poverty and the impact of HIV infection. 
Honourable Premier, as I mentioned earlier, UNICEF has been requested by the Office of the President to focus its programmatic support to three provinces including KwaZulu-Natal.  I am aware that you and your team have the overall responsibility for improving the lives of children and women in your province and I want to indicate our willingness to continue our cooperation and partnership with your departments, municipalities, communities, children and families.  
UNICEF’s support is provided through the different departments in your Province in the following priority areas:

· Health and Nutrition

· Girls Education

· Integrated Early Childhood Development

· Child Protection

· Fighting HIV/AIDS

As I am aware that you and your team have the overall responsibility to improve the lives of children and women in your province, I want to indicate our willingness to continue our rendering support in partnership with your departments and the communities they serve.

If I may, I would like to draw your attention to one of the key areas of cooperation that we are looking forward to engaging in a strong partnership with your province.  It is an ambitious national programme to register the births of children.  On the 14th June 2003, UNICEF, in collaboration with Deputy President, Jacob Zuma and the former Premier of KZN, launched the first Birth Registration Unit at a public hospital, at Prince Mshiyeni Memorial Hospital.  All children have the right to name and nationality and by being registered at birth or immediately thereafter, they can access the wide range of socio-economic and protection rights as well as access social services and be treated with dignity.  

Honourable Premier, the citizens of KZN will be pleased to know that this project is being piloted in your province and that donor funding is being sought to accelerate the processes in building a model for national roll-out. 

We also wish to reiterate our support to your Provincial Government in partnership with the local authorities in an effort to develop Municipalities that are Fit For Children in line South Africa’s commitments made during the  Special Session on Children.  We are especially pleased to inform you that in this province we have formed a partnership with the Nkandla Local Municipality involving various role players, governmental and non-governmental, that work with children.  A Local Plan of Action for Children has been developed and the Municipality is now in a process of integrating this Plan into the Integrated Development Plan (IDP). 
This Plan introduces an innovative way of looking at and addressing children’s issues at a local level through a multi-sectoral process that are coordinated at a Municipality level.  I am most pleased that this process has also allowed the community to explore concerns regarding the well-being of children. For instance, integrated into this plan are issues of health, the effects of HIV and AIDS on children, Education, Disabilities, Child Protection, Early Childhood Development and areas relating to the socio-economic rights of children.
We are mindful that through the Provincial Plan of Action for Children, other Municipalities require a similar process. We fully believe that there is no blueprint for integrated approaches in addressing the challenges you face to make a difference in the lives of vulnerable children and women.  
Honourable Premier, ladies and gentlemen, on this International Children’s Day, allow me to restate UNICEF’s continued support of the province’s integrated approach for the development of all children and our commitment to working with our partners in this province to build on the strengths of families, communities and social structures,  harness the strong desire of parents to provide what is best for their children, support best practices for children’s health, nutrition, social, emotional and cognitive development , Develop programmes with communities that respect their cultural values, build local capacity, create ownership and foster accountability,  Promote equality and tolerance and equal access for boys and girls and for those at risk of delayed development, and ensure flexibility and reflect the diversity of local needs and resources.

I thank you.
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