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Excellencies, Members of the diplomatic corps, Representatives from various Ministries and Government agencies, Colleagues from UN system agencies, Ladies, and Gentlemen, Good afternoon/ Dobriy den/ Salam aleykum: 
I would like to join my UN colleagues to congratulate the President of Turkmenistan, His Excellency Saparmyrat Niyazov, members of the Cabinet of Ministers, and the people of Turkmenistan including children, on the forthcoming celebration of the 15th anniversary of Independence Day.   

Today’s conference is of significant interest to us, as it is covering wide range of grounds related to the achievement of Millennium Development Goals which are centre-piece of UNICEF global agenda. In fact,  in depth and breadth, UNICEF programmes and priorities in Turkmenistan, match perfectly with the Millennium Development Goals. 
We are operating in a dynamic world that emphasizes the importance of building strategic partnership for development, growing international momentum supporting the Millennium Development goals, and increased obligations on countries to respect for human rights. It is in this spirit that the World Summits in 2002 and 2005 urged the world leaders to reaffirm the urgency of intensifying efforts for making the “World Fit for children”. 

UNICEF is dedicated to protecting children’s rights by helping meet their basic needs and expanding their opportunities – so that they can reach their full potentials. To that end, “UNICEF pioneered a human rights-based approach to development” that is guided by the Convention on the Rights of the Child.
During the fifteen years of cooperation between the Government of Turkmenistan and UNICEF, there has been lots have been accomplished towards realization of child rights. It is my pleasure to address this gathering and bring to your attention some of the important land mark achievements that have been made by Turkmenistan and the challenges that we have in front of us for fulfilling all the rights of children. 
Let me first present with some of the key achievements:
1) The Convention on the Rights of the Child: Ratification and Reporting: 

Turkmenistan ratified the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), the Convention on Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and four other relevant international human rights treaties. In 2005, the government took another step forward in ratifying two CRC related Optional Protocols.
The Government of Turkmenistan submitted its first report detailing status of implementation of the CRC in the country. The report was reviewed by the UN Commission on the Rights of the Child in May of this year. Following to this review the commission presented detailed observations to the Government for full implementation of all aspects of CRC. UNICEF remains committed to assist the government in translating those observations into a programmatic form and putting them into action in a gradual fashion.    

2) Partnership for Children: 
UNICEF has been cooperating with the Government of Turkmenistan since 1994 and strives for creating better environment for children so that they are born and grown up healthy, educated and protected. Our active and supportive role has been in four major areas: policy dialogue, advocacy, capacity development, and technical assistance. 

At present, we actively collaborate with more than fifteen Government ministries and agencies, that include Ministries of Foreign Affairs;  Health & Medical Industry; Education;  Culture, TV and Radio Broadcasting;  Justice; Social Welfare;  Interior;  as well as Medjlis, Association of Turkmen-
galla-onumleri, State Concern Turkmen-dokun-khimiya, Institute of Democracy and Human Rights, National Institute of Statistics and Information, National Youth Organization, and National Women’s Union. Our cooperation with the Hakimliks of Akhal, Balkan, Dashoguz, Lebap and Mary velayats is taking shape for local level programme planning and implementation. We are also exploring possibilities to establish partnership with the Ministry of Finance and Economy; Turkmen Airlines; and Prosecutor General’s Office.

Our success in establishing such a broad range strategic collaboration with so many partners is a clear manifestation of the government’s desire to establish a well coordinated system that will ensure overall wellbeing of children. It is our hope that in future we will be able to further broaden our engagement with various Ministries and agencies for ensuring that children remain at the centre of all relevant policy and planning tools of the Government.  
3) Rights to Education: 
Education is critical to the fulfilment of children’s rights and is at the heart of overall development. Indeed, education is essential for equality, dignity and lasting peace. The Government of Turkmenistan is committed to fulfilling children’s rights from the start of their life. Turkmenistan also follows the progressive realization of children’s rights with particular attention to developmental readiness and quality education. More schoolchildren and young people in Turkmenistan now have access to child-centred and relevant education which is being introduced to large number schools through the concept of “Child Friendly Learning Environment”. 

We very much appreciate the recent initiative of the Ministry of Education for improvement of water and hygiene education in schools to help promote a child-friendly and conducive environment for learning. It is our hope that UNICEF support will be further expanded to take the project to scale.

As a further step towards improved quality education, UNICEF in collaboration with the Ministry of Education, intends to introduce the Information, Communications, and Technology programme – ICT, in the child friendly schools. This will create prospect for self-learning, and offer opportunities for improved access to information for both teachers and students. 

4) Rights to Health:
Sustained child survival interventions are keys for fulfilling the fundamental rights of every child of Turkmenistan, and acquire highest attainable standards of health, as well as achieving the Millennium Development Goals. A testament to the government's commitment to realisation of these rights is the fact that Turkmenistan has achieved and sustained high immunization coverage, and was declared polio-free in 2002. Turkmenistan is the first country in the Central Asia to achieve elimination of iodine deficiency disorders through the Universal Salt Iodisation programme; an example that can be followed by other countries. The recent decree issued by the President, mandating universal flour fortification with vitamins and minerals, brings Turkmenistan closer to providing optimal nutrition to children and women.

As a part of effort towards a self-sustaining primary health care system, the Government of Turkmenistan has entered an agreement with UNICEF to procure high quality vaccines from its own resources. This example of self –sustaining initiative could be applied in other sectors within the Ministry of Health and Education.
5) Rights to Information, Life Skills and Participation 
Adolescents have fundamental rights, including the right to quality health care, safe environment, access to information, and the right to special protection; as the behavior and lifestyles that are practices during this period have a profound effect, on their health and future development. 
In the frame of the National Programme on HIV Prevention (2005-2010), UNICEF collaborates with various ministries and agencies for provision of easy accessible and friendly services as a response to the adolescents’ rights to information;  an important aspect of their health and wellbeing. The process of introduction of education techniques aimed at shaping healthy life styles is scaling up each year covering thousands of schoolchildren and young people nationwide. 
As the country is moving towards achieving the universal access to HIV preventive services participation of youth in the national HIV prevention programme is growing as more and more youths are involved in the peer education in all velayats. The country has joined the UNICEF supported global campaign, Unite for Children, Unite against AIDS that aims at effective protection of the young generation from HIV/AIDS. 

6) Rights to Protection and Prevention of all forms of Exploitation, Violence and Abuse: 
UNICEF supports the Government’s efforts in building a sound knowledge and data-base on children that are in need of special protection measures and advocates for harmonization of national legislation with the CRC and other international legal human rights instruments. 
Adoption of the Law on the Guarantees of the Rights of the Child by Turkmenistan is a clear demonstration of the country’s commitments to ensure protection of child’s rights. In 2005, the national legislation on children and women was further strengthened by the adoption of Law on Guarantees of the Rights of the Youth to Work. Under this law, engagement of children in all forms of child labour, including cotton picking has been prohibited. It is our hope that a structured mechanism to monitor enforcement of the child labour law would soon be put in place.   
Through the organization of various types of training, capacity of child protection professionals has been enhanced to plan and implement protective family environment and alternative care facilities for children without families. UNICEF collaboration with the Women’s Union for establishment of family support centres has so far made a good progress. These centres should become a foundation for diverse form of social activities aimed at strengthening the social security system for children.  
7) Monitoring of Progress in Realization of Child Rights: 
UNICEF in partnership with the UN agencies assisted the Government in improving data for effective monitoring of the situation of children and women, through the Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey (MICS). A comprehensive survey in more than five thousand households all over the country has recently been completed by the National Institute of State Statistics and Information. With the completion of remaining stages of survey the Government of Turkmenistan will have access to a set of internationally accepted data to effectively plan and set targets for achieving the MDGs, and thus ensuring the best results for children.
The National Institute of State Statistics and Information has adopted the DevInfo, which is a powerful software tool to assist countries in monitoring the MDGs and promote their achievement through policy measures and  multi-sectoral approaches.
In the foregoing presentation, I have attempted to trace major accomplishments by the Government of Turkmenistan for the well-being of children and women. 
Distinguished participants, kindly allow me to turn your attention to some of the emerging opportunities and challenges that are important for full realization of child rights: three important ones are: 
First of all, Turkmenistan, as a country with rapid economic growth is in an advantageous position in shaping the country’s economic policies that are much more geared towards the long term benefit of children and make strategic decision to invest more in achieving those policies.
Secondly, the Government could further improve its legislation to achieve compliance with all the principles and provisions of the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) and ensure a comprehensive and effective implementation of policies regarding children. 

And thirdly, the needs and rights of children cannot always be compartmentalized in discreet sectors. They cut across many sectors. It is for this very reason UNICEF has embarked upon building broad-based partnership with many Ministries and Agencies. Drawing experience on this long lasting effort it is our hope that the Government will establish a multi-sectoral coordination committee to plan and implement progarmmes for children in a much more coordinated fashion. 

Other related areas that require policy decision as well, includes:   

1) Augment Public Sector Allocation for Children: 
Increased investment in children is necessary for full realization of child rights, and social growth and, thus, investment in the future. Making the right supplies available, accessible, and affordable, is a fundamental part of child rights. UNICEF offers procurement services to countries that come forward with its own budget to procure supplies for implementation of child related programmes. The best example to present to this gathering would be the Memorandum Understanding that was signed between the Ministry of Health and UNICEF for procurement of vaccines for the national immunization programme with hundred percent government funds.  It is our hope that this particular example will be replicated to other projects and programmes to help accelerate and attain child-specific MDGs.   
2) Place Children in the Centre of Development Agenda: 
We do hope that children will continue to remain at the centre of socio-economic policy agendas of the Government. And to translate that into concrete action we urge the government to develop a comprehensive national plan of action for children in line with the Declaration of the United Nations General Assembly Special Session for Children. The government will have a momentous opportunity to present this plan to the UN General Assembly in 2007, when the world leaders will review national governments report on the progress of the World Fit for Children. 

3) Improved Quality in Education: 
Critical issues concerning basic education need further attention of the Government. We all recognise the importance of enhancing teachers’ capacity, developing relevant curricula, update textbooks and other learning materials that respond appropriately to each child in an environment conducive to learning. We should also recognize the fact that parents and communities have an important role to play in educating children, and, thus, they should be actively involved in school management, and in their children’s learning activities. 

4) Enhanced Child Health Policies: 
Additional efforts must be taken by the Government in introducing the international standards of live birth so that every child born in Turkmenistan counts. Adoption of child-oriented health policies, establishment of sustainable financial mechanisms, and cost-efficient child survival interventions need to be combined, packaged, and scaled-up as part of Government’s business plan to ensure that Turkmenistan policy remains focused in enforcing principles laid down in the CRC.

At the end, I would like to thank all our partners and individuals who day in,  day out works to offer better future to the children of Turkmenistan.

I also take the opportunity to thank many donors who generously contributed to UNICEF programmes in Turkmenistan and hope their support for fulfilling the rights of children in Turkmenistan would continue

I would like to take this opportunity to offer special thanks to his Excellency the Minister of Foreign Affairs, and his team, for the hard work to make this conference a success.  

Let me conclude by saying, that the path we follow and the work that we do collectively have a power of making a difference in the lives of children. Today’s children embody tomorrow’s world. Properly educated, healthy, and protected children are our future leaders. Turkmenistan has promised its children the best start in life. Let’s keep our promise.
Thank you. 
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