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Distinguished guests, ladies and gentlemen, it is my very great pleasure to join you today in celebrating the 20th anniversary of TREE (Training Resources in Early Education).  Congratulations to all those who had the vision and nurtured the dream that has now brought TREE to this important milestone --- their 20th Anniversary. 
As you may know, TREE was one of the first organisations in South Africa to focus on early childhood development and, especially to meet the needs of young children from disadvantaged circumstances.  Since then, TREE has gone on to play a prominent role in the field of early childhood development (ECD) in the country.
In UNICEF, we know that a good start in life for every child is the foundation for ensuring the fulfilment of children’s rights.  There is a well established body of evidence that choices made and actions taken by parents and society in the earliest years of a child’s life have a powerful and long-lasting influence on the progress of individual children, and on the wider progress of nations. 

Research has also proven that an appropriate “investment of nurturance and care” in the early years, especially in the age group 0-3, ensures that children are more likely to survive, to grow in a healthy way, have less disease and are to develop their thinking, language, and emotional skills  successfully. 
In UNICEF, we support and promote the integrated approach to early childhood development, believing that the development of the “whole child” starts with the family.  While family life differs from one child to the next in terms of composition, values and roles, within each family, the young child and its caregiver should have access not only to food and shelter, but also to loving care that fosters both physical and cognitive development and psychosocial support.
Integration, in the context of early childhood development, also means that no single sector or type of service can, by itself, contribute to the holistic development of children.  What’s important to recognise is that the notion of an integrated approach values the contribution and role that each person, sector and service provider plays in ensuring the well-being of children.
It is a holistic approach that puts the child at the centre, in a protective and enabling environment and brings together all the necessary elements for the full and sustainable development of the child.
For the holistic development of the child, parents, other primary caregivers and family members, access to basic social services such as primary health care, adequate nutrition, safe water, basic sanitation, birth registration, protection from abuse and violence, psychosocial support and early childhood care, all have a major influence the young child’s life. 

Here in South Africa, children in the age group, birth to 4 years, represent 9.9% of the country’s total population numbering some 4.5 million children, according to the latest data from the 2001 census.
Figures from the census also show that KwaZulu Natal has the highest number of children in this age group, followed by Gauteng, Eastern Cape and Limpopo.

The lives of most of these children are also heavily impacted upon by the HIV/AIDS pandemic and poverty, especially in the deep rural areas.  While much has been achieved by both government and civil society organisations in this regard, much still remains to be done to provide for the healthy and wholesome development of young children.  This of course is an issue that TREE addresses in its work with children on a daily basis. 
 I would like to take a moment to acknowledge some of the other noteworthy achievements of TREE since its founding in 1984:
· TREE has trained more than 17,000 women to run ECD programmes in their communities.
· TREE has ECD trainers spread throughout the 8 education regions of Kwa-Zulu Natal and adjacent Eastern Cape. 
· TREE has integrated information and strategies on HIV and AIDS and young children in all its training courses.
· TREE as an organisation sets an example for the integration of programmes for ECD and orphaned and vulnerable children at the community level and emphasises the critical value of primary caregivers.
· TREE works strategically at a provincial, district and local level and values local municipalities as key partners.
· TREE runs a  successful comprehensive parenting programme, and

· TREE has been accredited by the South African Qualifications Authority to train courses in ECD (in line with South Africa’s education policy and qualification requirements.)
A very impressive list!  Congratulations again on these achievements.
In its Medium Term Strategic Plan for global action in improving the lives of children, UNICEF has established Integrated Early Childhood Development (ECD) as one of its five priority areas for action.
Here in South Africa, we are faced with a growing orphan crisis that has precipitated an urgent need to develop and put in place appropriate systems for the development and protection of the most vulnerable children in our communities.

UNICEF and its partners face several challenges in ensuring that children have the best start in life though integrated ECD.
First, there is little co-operation and collaboration among stakeholders.  ECD Programmes primarily address the needs of children 5 years and above, with little emphasis on the needs of the 0-3 age group.  In addition, the focus is on secondary and tertiary care-givers rather than on the primary caregiver, who is so crucial to the child’s early development.

We must also bear in mind the continuing impact of HIV and AIDS on the care and support of young children.
In addressing these ECD challenges and the mandate given to UNICEF by the United Nations Special Session on Children, held in May 2002, UNICEF South Africa remains optimistic that together with our partners we CAN change the lives of young children with meaningful action at community and national levels.   We believe that action should include:
· Advocacy and support for the development of a  national IECD strategy with focus on 0-3 years and on orphans and vulnerable children
· Development of IECD communication materials for OVCs and for primary care-givers and service providers
· Support for integrated home and community- based ECD/OVC programmes in local municipalities, and
· Advocacy, backed up by concrete action to build collaborative links between key stakeholders such as you in TREE as well as other organizations working for the holistic development of young children.
In this regard, I look forward to our mutual efforts to building and strengthening the partnership between UNICEF and TREE, which began in a small way back in 2002, when our two organisations began to work together because of our shared mission and commitment to addressing the early development needs of young children and their families in the Nkandla and Empangeni communities in the rural KwaZulu Natal.  
TREE was a valuable partner in UNICEF’s work to mobilise the community of Nkandla using the principles of the human rights based approach to programming.  
The Nkandla municipality has integrated and prioritised children's rights and services to children as core components of its Integrated Development Plan (IDP).  In this regard, TREE is initiating a community-based IECD Intervention (IECDI) programme in Nkandla using an integrated, holistic approach to develop the capacity of caregivers, within households, in communities, at ECD sites and in municipalities to identify, monitor, support and sustain initiatives to ensure the well-being of their young children.
We look forward to continuing this important work with you, and I am confident that in our developing partnership, we can continue to forge new ground in meeting some of the daunting challenges of ensuring that children remain a first priority from the very first years of their lives.

On behalf of UNICEF South Africa, I congratulate you once again and take this opportunity to wish you every success for the next 20 years of service to children.
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