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A very good morning to you, our government partners from the ministries of education of the eleven countries in the SADC region, and to you, our UNICEF and WFP counterparts and colleagues gathered here today. 
It is my great pleasure to welcome you on behalf of the UNICEF Regional Director for Eastern and Southern Africa, Mr. Per Engebak, to this important two-day workshop which, as you know, is being facilitated by UNICEF and the World Food Programme (WFP), in consultation with the governments of the eleven SADC countries. 
Our work over the next two days derives from the Millennium Development Goals set by member governments of the United Nations in the year 2000.  Six of these goals deal with realising the rights of all children and are closely linked to the goals of the Outcome Document of the Special Session on Children, A World Fit for Children.  

More importantly, one of these goals concerns the education of all children, specifically, the education of girls, as a way to achieve gender parity in education by the year 2005.  As our Executive Director Carol Bellamy, has said: “Failure to achieve credible progress towards education for all and the Millennium Development Goals is a threat to human development.  Any delay in accelerating progress towards achieving these goals will only perpetuate entrenched inequities and condemn yet another generation of children to a life of poverty, dependence and unfulfilled possibilities.”  
Ladies and gentlemen, the education of our children is an urgent issue requiring immediate, credible and sustained action and that is why we are here today.  Over the next two days your deliberations will focus on developing a regional framework for collaborative action.  This action aims to improve children’s access to quality education, development, growth and health in the schools and other learning environments of Southern Africa.  In doing so, you will of course, be mindful of all the baseline studies and other existing initiatives that have preceded this two-day process.
All countries of Southern Africa, including the eleven countries gathered here today, have committed themselves to the elimination of gender disparities in primary and secondary education by 2005 in order to ensure that, by 2015, all children enjoy their right to primary education, and that all countries achieve the Millennium Development Goals.

The process of developing a regional framework for collaborative action is dependent on the realities on the ground in each of the countries that you represent.   Here’s a look at some of these realities:

· Education systems throughout SADC are being confronted with the HIV/AIDS emergency, poverty, drought and hunger, all of which are major impediments to the achievement of the millennium development goals for education.

· Gender disparities in education are persistent and deep-rooted. 
· Poverty is a major impediment to Education for All, and HIV/AIDS represents a severe threat to the well being of children. 
Increasingly these emergencies are disrupting the progress and planning of many of the countries in our region.  With inadequate resources and a lack of disaggregated data, the capacity of countries to deal with these challenges is often compromised.  This is especially true where there is an absence of good governance. 
The framework for action that you will agree on in this meeting should not hesitate to tackle the challenges posed by structural questions.   For example, we must ask ourselves: How have education systems in our SADC countries responded to these emergencies?  And, I would also like to suggest that we raise the question: Are our education systems prepared to adopt radical measures in order to play their part in lowering the very high HIV transmission rates among young people, especially those in the most affected 13-19 age group? 
We must also ask ourselves: How can we help ensure that girls’ education becomes the social vaccine against HIV/AIDS when for every boy infected, there are 5-6 girls infected?
Another question of importance:  How can we best meet the capacity requirements of schools and other learning environments so as to ensure that they can adequately and effectively respond to the growing increase in the number of orphans and other vulnerable children in communities.
Finally, I suggest that we ask: What role can early childhood development play in addressing the high levels of chronic malnutrition among children under five years of age, a situation that characterizes the nutritional status quo among young children in the region? 
This workshop aims to contribute to addressing the need for action at school level and it is up to us to act now.  As UNICEF has noted, many countries have successfully addressed this need through a combination of strong political commitment, clear strategies and sound investment. They have also engaged a wide range of partners across different sectors in civil society and in the world of international development to help them deliver on their promises.
If I may, I would like to cite the action by the undertaken just last week Government of South Africa when the Minister of Finance in his annual Budget speech to the nation announced the allocation of billions of rands towards the fight against HIV/AIDS.
As Budget 2004 explains, the funds will be spent on the roll-out of antiretroviral drugs and a range of other prevention programmes administered by the Departments of Health, Education and Social Development.
In the social sector, some 3.5 million children will now be eligible for social grants, like the life-supporting child support grant on which so many children orphaned by AIDS rely, which has increased to R170 per month.  
Funds have also been allocated towards the scaling up of the initiatives already being implemented at community level by NGOs and CBOs throughout the country.   And a significant action is funds have also been allocated for the nationwide scaling up of the life skills programme managed through the National Department of Education. 
As many of you are no doubt aware, other equally bold steps have been taken by Governments in the SADC region.  However, we are also aware that much more still needs to be done on the ground by each government and by all other partners in education for development.
We must do more with what we know, by urgently stepping up our efforts to accelerate progress.  In this regard, I would like to suggest that we document and share with our partners in the SADC region the innovative good practices initiated by governments, development partners and civil society organisations throughout Southern Africa and the world at large. 

With governments taking the lead, the international community must do a better job of coordinating its support.   At the same time, civil society, the private sector, families and children themselves must unite in their efforts to achieve the education goals through improving the quality of schools and access to them by all children.
With the above in mind, the countries represented here today, UN agencies and development partners concerned with supporting basic education can take even greater advantage of the opportunities presented by partnerships.  It is within this context that a mission was facilitated to assess opportunities for coordinated WFP/UNICEF programming to improve access to quality education, development, growth, and health of vulnerable children through school based interventions in the six Southern Africa countries most affected by the Humanitarian crisis

That is why the workshop will also demonstrate how accelerating progress on girls' education provides opportunities for tackling the interrelated issues of HIV/AIDS, orphans, abuse and violence, water, sanitation, the environment,  health, hygiene and nutrition, in that way  leading  to the development of a minimum package of interventions as a critical component of the strategic framework for action. 

I am gratified that this workshop is determined to meet the challenge of coming up with a framework for action rather than a shopping list of activities. The framework should be woven around the principle of the best interest of the child, to ensure that the action points we agree on end up benefiting the child.  
As we see daily in many of our SADC countries, children are at risk.  For them to enjoy the benefits of the country level school-based interventions, the actions agreed on in this workshop should be acted on immediately and urgently should have a long term impact.

The minimum package of school-based interventions should focus on the three target areas of access, retention & quality and strengthening of education systems.  These target areas are interdependent and require strategic partnerships that ensure sustainable outcomes.  Impact demands that partners in education bring into the partnership their areas of strategic advantage, in that way providing the appropriate ingredients for scaling up of good practices 
Let us also make sure that there are solid monitoring and assessment systems in place at the school level and throughout the education systems.  In that way, results can be effectively measured for outputs, outcomes and impact. 
UNICEF and WFP have worked together effectively in addressing emergencies.  Our partnership in critical interventions in the humanitarian crises in six African countries in this region is just one successful example.  Accelerating Girls’ Education and the development of a minimum package of core interventions at schools in Southern Africa, I am sure, will be another.  
I wish you all success in mapping out how this partnership can be scaled up and accelerate interventions at school and community levels.  May this partnership grow from strength to strength.  With these words of welcome I declare the workshop open.
Ends.
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