Arab High Level Conference on the Rights of the Child

Concludes in Cairo
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(Cairo – 5 July 2001) A major Arab conference on children concluded yesterday, with the adoption of An Arab World Fit for Children: Mechanisms for Joint Arab Action and an Arab Common Position, in preparation for the region’s participation in the upcoming Special Session on Children. 

The Arab High Level Conference on the Rights of the Child brought together some 150 delegates from all 22 member countries of the League of Arab States at the League’s headquarters in Cairo, 2-4July. The delegations, mostly led by ministers, included civil society representatives, experts, and 33 young people, who convened separately to prepare for the meeting. 

Speaking at the closing ceremony, Mrs. Susan Mubarak, the conference chairperson, highlighted some of the outcome documents’ main points. These included a recommendation calling for making Childhood a standard item on all future Arab Summit agendas, convening another Arab High Level Conference on Children after the Special Session, and establishing several follow-up mechanism to energise action for children.

The Conference also called for international protection of Palestinian child rights and for the protection of children suffering from the effects of sanctions in Iraq, Libya, and Sudan. Another recommendation declared the year 2002 the Year of the Child in the Arab World.

Also speaking at the closing ceremony were three youth representatives, including one young blind man from Yemen. The youth called on Somalia, one of only two countries who have not yet signed or ratified the Convention on the Rights of the Child, to do so. A Tunisian girl summarised the young people’s recommendations in two words, “We say ‘No’, and say, ‘Yes,’” she said. “‘No,’ to discrimination, ” she elaborated, and ‘Yes’ to equal rights and opportunities, to respecting other opinions but reserving the right to differ and be independent, ‘Yes’ to optimism and to Arab unity.”
A young man from Sudan outlined the youth’s main recommendations. “Woe to education,” he sighed, calling form improving the quality of education in the Arab world. The youth also called for ending violence against women and children, improving health services and caring for children with special needs, and declaring an Arab Charter on Media for Children.

The opening session was addressed by Mrs. Suzan Mubarak, Jordan’s Queen Rania Al-Abduallah; and the new Secretary General of the League of Arab States (LAS), Mr. Amre Mousa. UNICEF Regional Director for the Middle East and North Africa Mr. Ibrahima D. Fall also spoke at the opening. 

Mr. Fall stressed the importance of this conference, which completes a cycle of Arab activities that started with the previous 1992 Arab High Level Conference on Children, held in Tunis, in cooperation with UNICEF. Mr. Fall referred to the series of regional events, which he said helped the region make a substantial contribution to the Global Movement for Children. These events included the Regional Youth Forum on 21st Century Issues (Amman, 29 October – 1 November 2001), the Arab Regional Civil Society Forum (Rabat, 15-19 February 2001), and the Regional Symposium on Children (Beirut, 24-27 April, 2001), as well as meetings on Early Childhood Care and Development, Stopping the Use of Children as Soldiers, and a meeting for Finance Ministers. 

Mr. Fall commended the progress achieved in the region in areas such as reducing under-5 mortality rates and increasing immunization coverage and school enrollment rates, as well as nearing polio eradication. However, he went on to highlight the impact of long-standing conflict in the region and the continuing challenges: half a million children dying every year from preventable causes, 11 million children out of school, 12 million children working, and 70 million people still illiterate, two-thirds of them women and girls.

The way to address these challenges, Mr. Fall said, was clear. “This is a moment for true leadership for children,” he said, “placing children at the front of the political agenda, listening to their voice, allocating sufficient resources to their programs and being accountable for realising their rights. The Voice of children is clear,” Mr. Fall concluded, “ ‘No more excuses, please!’ ”
The conference, which implements an Arab Summit resolution on children (Resolution 216), adopted in Amman, 28 March 2001, aimed to express an Arab vision on children, define a joint Arab position at the Special Session on Children, and to strengthen mechanisms for Arab follow up.

The two outcome documents, An Arab World Fit for Children: Mechanisms for Joint Arab Action and the Arab Common Position, were adopted by the meeting after a marathon session that ended at 02:00 in the morning. The documents review progress achieved over the past decade and identify gaps and future challenges. They also cover key strategies for future action for children and establish follow-up mechanisms, such as requesting plans for children from all League of Arab States specialised Ministerial councils (Health, Education, Social Affairs, Information), requesting an annual report on the State of Children in the Arab World, and strengthening cooperation with civil society.
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For more information, please contact: 

Dina Ra’ad, Communication Section, UNICEF Middle East and North Africa Regional Office, e-mail: draad@unicef.org; tel: +962-6-5539977, ext. 308.

Visit www.atfal.org for more information about issues and events related to the Global Movement for Children in the Arab World
