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Hon Minister, Distinguished Guests from the GAIN Foundation, colleagues and friends from around the region, a warm welcome to all of you.
I would like to begin my statement with the reaffirmation that UNICEF believes that the fulfilment of human rights, and children’s rights in particular, cannot progress without an adequately nourished, intelligent and productive population.   UNICEF is therefore convinced that the attendant social and economic development will not materialize without an adequately nourished, intelligent and productive population. 
At UNICEF, we know that action to reduce micronutrient malnutrition will have a profound effect on child-survival, women's health, educational attainment and worker productivity.  It is a low-cost, effective investment in human potential and prosperity and is recognized as one of the most cost effective public health and development interventions available today.
 On behalf of UNICEF South Africa, and indeed UNICEF globally, I would like to take this opportunity to congratulate the people and Government of South Africa for working so very hard towards the publication last October, of the Regulations on Mandatory Fortification of Maize Meal and Wheat Flour with 6 vitamins and 2 minerals.   

Within UNICEF, we commend this achievement and see it as being central to the attainment not only of children’s rights to health and nutrition, but to those of the entire population.

This regional workshop is a culmination of several nutrition sector initiatives through which South Africa is embracing and providing guidance to sister countries on the continent in order to maximise scarce and diminishing resources.  Sharing first hand, local or African initiatives and “know –how” on implementing health and nutrition programmes for the future generations, is in the true spirit of the African Renaissance.  More importantly, it is a strategic way in which the objectives and of NEPAD and that of countries gathered here, can be addressed. 

In countries such as those represented here in this regional meeting – countries where poverty and HIV/AIDS are posing a major development challenge -- food fortification may be an especially useful intervention in ensuring that the main staple foods are fortified with vitamins such as Vitamin A, which is known to be a powerful antioxidant vitamin that will fight infections.  We do know that opportunistic infections are a common occurrence in HIV/AIDS.  Thus food fortification can contribute significantly towards Governments’ nutrition strategies on care and support of people affected and infected with HIV/AIDS. 

I must take a moment here to point out one remarkable achievement of the food fortification programme for South Africa, which has been the development of a common framework for working towards fortification of staples. 
Consistently, for the past 7 seven years, the government, voluntary organizations, the private sector, communications companies, community groups, research institutions, academics and the international community (Micronutrient Initiative, UNICEF and the Government of Canada) have worked tirelessly collaboratively and efficiently. 
It is important that countries present here today embrace, if not adopt, this principle as a key success and sustainability factor for the food fortification initiative. 
In South Africa, we are honoured to have been the first African country to have been awarded a 3 year grant from the GAIN Foundation.  The funding became available at a critical time when we need to regularly and consistently monitor processes and outcomes of the food fortification programme.  UNICEF is very pleased to be associated so closely with this initiative.

Hon. Minister, colleagues, ladies and gentlemen, the lessons learned from the experiences on food fortification show us that success can only be achieved if the government, private sector and non-government sectors work hand–in-hand, share expertise and chart a common agenda in understanding each other’s needs.
Partnerships between the public and private sector will only be a success as in this case, given the political commitment of the national leaders and legislators to prioritize food fortification as a strategy against micronutrient malnutrition; given available technology for the fortification of staples and processed foods; and given the presence of existing health structures for the promotion and monitoring of fortified foods. 

Madame Minister, ladies and gentlemen, in conclusion, I would like to add that UNICEF believes it is important to emphasize that there are a few remaining areas that need to be addressed as we move towards the long-term sustainability of the food fortification programme in South Africa. One of the challenges is that of supporting the smaller scale millers and, possibly, household-based milling operations to be resourced in order to comply with the regulations.  
I am happy to say that discussions are already underway to develop a monitoring system, so that in 3 years time it will be possible to assess the impact that the programme has had in improving nutritional status and well being of the population.  On behalf of UNICEF, I would like to reiterate our continued support towards the long-term success of government efforts, together with its partners such as the Micronutrient Initiative, MOST and the GAIN Foundation, to improve the nutritional status and health of the South African population and indeed of populations all over Africa.
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