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Honourable Minister Pandor,

Dear girls from all nine provinces of South Africa,
Girls and other delegates from African countries,

Ladies and gentlemen,

Good morning.

It gives me the greatest pleasure to have this opportunity to meet you, and to speak with you today. At UNICEF, our biggest commitment and passion is to working with children and young people as partners in their development, and so the more we have opportunities to meet you and hear from you and share in your experiences, the more we understand how to make our work relevant and responsive to your needs.
Our gathering today, on the occasion of the official opening of the Girls’ Camp here in [insert place] in Kwa Zulu Natal, is of huge importance for all of us who are partners in the Girls’ Education Movement in Africa better known as GEM – a name I love, because it reflects the precious jewels that all of you girls gathered here today are to us.
Why is GEM of critical significance to all of us?

The short answer is that GEM is an empowering process, which gives you, girls and to a great extent, boys, opportunities to help shape and take control over your own lives through education.  I am sure you have heard it said that “knowledge is power”. Through education, you collect the knowledge that enables you to learn, and grow, exercise leadership and develop technical skills towards a more fulfilling future. 
I am sure that each one of you has your own dream… with so many of you representing so many different countries, cultures and languages, your desire may be to become a lawyer, a doctor; or you may hope that one day you’ll design houses, run a large company, or lead a country.  All that is possible with a good education – one that prepares you to realise your right to develop to your fullest potential.

As GEM girls, you already know that you have an equal right to a quality education – the same as the boys whom you know and encounter in your everyday lives.  Despite the great cultural variations that may exist between some of your countries, the one thing that always remains the same is your right to learn and grow your minds, no matter where you come from, nor what the circumstances of your family may be.
I am very pleased that as GEM girls you have chosen to have boys as your strategic allies in promoting a quality education and respect for girls, and in support your achievement of equal rights in your families and communities.
I can promise you that UNICEF will work very hard with you and all our partners to take this a step further, to establish partnerships with boys’ organisations and those of older women and men, working towards the creation of a more equitable and just African society, in which African women and girls can be equal contributors to Africa’s prosperity.  

If I may, I’d just like to take a few moments to congratulate you on the development GEM agenda which includes action on six critical areas of concern that you, the young people, have identified.

You our GEM girls have told us that:

You would like to feel safe and secure of girls at home, and on your way to and from school.  We know that you worry about sexual harassment, abuse, being exposed to HIV/AIDS and often being forced to grow up too early due to early marriages and teenage pregnancy.

You wish to have the same and equal opportunities as your male peers to study maths, science and technology, and that in many instances you feel you do not have the encouragement of your family, teachers or boys to participate in studying these subjects.
You want positive values to be part of the gender and life skills programmes in your schools in order to promote positive and new role models for boys and men.

You have also said that girls who come from orphaned homes or who have special educational needs are especially vulnerable to being treated unequally or being abused.  This we must work together to change!

You have also told us - and we are listening- about your concern about the complex issues related to girls and inequality, poverty, HIV/AIDS, harmful health practices, and lack of birth registration.  

Lastly, you have told us that the legislative infrastructure needs to become more protective of the rights of girls, and that more should be done to ensure poverty alleviation that will allow more girls to attend and stay in school.

Madam Minister, Dear Girls, I would like to let you know that UNICEF and our GEM partners have taken all these concerns to our hearts, and will work hard to effect the appropriate change in these scenarios.

There are clear action points that you our GEM girls have helped us to derive from the six areas of concern, I have described earlier.  The action we take will lead us to empowering girls and providing you all with the space you need to have a say on matters affecting you and to be agents of your own development and in that of your families and communities, and to allow boys and men to be supportive partners in these endeavours. 

But in closing, I would like to single out one point, the first among equals and a key objective of this GEM Girls’ Camp.  And that is to allow girls to participate actively and fully in all matters that affect them.  This principle is of central value to the whole Girls’ Education Movement.  It spans many other areas of your lives – your family environment, your studies, your relationship with boys and older members of your community, and ultimately, your future.

I want to encourage you to pursue your dreams and to let your minds grow – because there is no limit to the knowledge that we can acquire during our lifetime and no boundaries that can’t be crossed. 

I also want to reaffirm UNICEF’s full support to all the partners present here in this wonderful movement to transform the lives of girls, and to secure a meaningful future for our all our children.  

I thank you.
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