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In my new capacity as Honorary President ,I would like to welcome you all to what I trust will be an informative and inspiring Conference. We have the good fortune to have many expert speakers and a wide range of interests and experience amongst those participating.

I am looking forward in particular this morning to hearing the children’s choir.

Earlier this year I had the pleasure of listening to another group of children sing at a conference in Hannover. They were welcoming an international audience – representatives of local government, ngos and individual activists from towns and cities from Lebanon and Israel to the Ukraine and Spain and many more European countries – in Hannover for a Sustainable Cities Conference. The children were from a Local Agenda 21 Club.

You will remember that the LA21 initiative was borne out of the 1992 Rio Summit on Environment and Development. The idea was to involve local people in working with local government to propose and develop ideas to make their area more sustainable in environmental, social and economic terms. The children met regularly to feed their ideas and enthusiasm into that process and obviously enjoyed it.

This is just one of the examples of good practice around, involving children in their community, treating them with dignity and their ideas with respect. Unfortunately, it does not happen often enough. We still see far too many developments and projects which fail to take the needs and ideas of children into account. 

In the UK we are having a debate about the form which our children’s education should take. We are all only too well aware of the some 110 million children of school age in the world who are not in school. Here, we are now discussing how to raise the academic achievement of boys and I remember a similar debate about girls many years ago. There are still too many places where girls’ education is seen as less necessary. Yet, for a small investment of another 30 cents in every $100, all children could be healthy, well-nourished and in primary school.

But it takes more than money to achieve that – it takes a different set of values and priorities – we have to believe it is important.

In  a few days time, the World Bank and IMF will be meeting in Prague and they will be joined by thousands of protestors who want those international institutions to change course. One of their demands will be to cancel the debt of the world’s poorest nations so that they can give priority to such things as the provision of clean water, good food, adequate housing and health and education programmes, rather than to producing goods and raw materials for export to service long-standing, crippling debts and the so-called economic “restructuring” which gives priority to overseas demands rather than sustaining a sound local economy.

The failure of global international institutions and the governments that bear responsibility for them to help in the fulfilment of basic needs is a deeply shameful thing. When I see the pictures of children suffering, as I did on last night’s news about Sierra Leone, I want to ask: who is providing the weapons?

When I see pictures of children burnt by the oil from fractured pipes, I want to ask – where are the profits going from that operation?

When I see the pictures of malnourished children living on marginal land, I want to ask – what is the rich agricultural land producing – fine beans for our supermarkets in order to pay off crippling debts? 

Of course, child poverty and deprivation are not just things that happen in other continents to children of other colours. We have deprivation here (one in every five children in Britain was living in poverty in the 1990s) and in other EU countries – although it is significantly less in those which allocate the highest proportions of GNP to social expenditure and which aim for a reasonable degree of equity.

After having given, in my view, undue attention to creating a single market without giving adequate attention to the social and environmental costs, the EU is now setting out to deal with the issue of social exclusion. As a member of the Committee for Employment and Social Affairs, I am my political group’s representative on the contact group of MEPs set up to liaise with the Council of Ministers and Commission on the subject.

The first step is to agree on a set of common indicators to assess the nature and amount of social exclusion within the Union, before drawing up guidelines as a basis for individual national action plans to tackle this exclusion.

I am sure that many of you here, will have ideas as to what such indicators should be in order to ensure that children’s needs are not forgotten and the steps that can be taken to combat social exclusion effectively. The issue is given even greater urgency in the light of the enlargement of the EU – due to start within the next three to five years.

The EP has urged member-state governments to include a legal base for the promotion and protection of the rights of the Child as defined in the UN Convention in the next revision of the Treaties (due to be decided in Nice later this year) – children are currently not mentioned in the EU Treaties. We are also discussing how to include children in the Charter of Fundamental Rights currently under discussion.

But to really give children worldwide a decent standard of living and a life of dignity will require a rethinking of our priorities if we are to live up to the statement in the preamble to UN Convention on the Rights of the Child:

“Considering that the child should be fully prepared to live an individual life in society and brought up in the spirit of the ideals proclaimed in the Charter of the United Nations and in particular in the spirit of peace, dignity, tolerance, freedom, equality and solidarity” 
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