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It is a great pleasure to join you today. I’d like to thank and commend Religions for Peace, one of UNICEF’s valued partners, for organizing this important gathering.

UNICEF has long recognized the potential of faith-based organizations to make a dramatic and positive difference in the lives of children. Thankfully, this is not just a theoretical idea. Religious organizations throughout the world are already playing a profound role in tackling some of the pernicious challenges facing the world’s poorest children. 

Throughout the developing world, faith-based groups and smaller, less readily-defined faith communities are working in clinics and schools, meeting places, youth groups, clubs and, of course, churches, mosques and synagogues, to give children a better chance at having the healthy and productive lives they deserve. 

Religious groups are providing health care for poor families, schooling for orphans and other vulnerable children, love and support to children and young people affected by AIDS, and skills programmes for young people. Their collective reach and impact is enormous. 

UNICEF has a long history of collaborating with religious leaders and faith-based groups on behalf of children. We come together with varied beliefs and practices, but with common values. Our collaborations with faith-based groups of all kinds are grounded in a shared commitment to the welfare of children. This commitment stems from our common, fundamental beliefs about the inherent value and dignity of every individual man, woman, and especially, child. 

Earlier this year in Hiroshima, Japan, the Third Forum of the Global Network of Religions for Children brought together some 1,300 religious leaders and UN officials. The vibrant discussions at that gathering illustrated the wide scope of influence and change that we can have together – from finding ways to end violence against children, to ensuring that no child lives in poverty and empowering children to protect the planet.

Our work together can be practical, inspirational and, perhaps most important, inclusive of our different faiths. 

The GNRC, together with UNICEF and UNESCO, this year created “Learning to Live Together: An Intercultural and Interfaith Program for Ethics Education.” This publication is a resource for teachers and educators who want to empower young people to respond to violence, poverty and environmental destruction. It stresses that through ethical awareness, and promotion of common values of respect, empathy, responsibility and reconciliation, progress will be made.

At UNICEF we have a deep appreciation for the vital role of religious leaders and faith-based organizations throughout the world toward reaching the Millennium Development Goals. We are working, and will continue to work, with religious leaders and faith-based organizations in every region of the world and in every area of our work.

I’d like to mention just a few of the varied programmes propelled by UNICEF’s partnerships with faith-based groups; I trust this brief list underscores the scope of the impact that can come from fruitful partnerships between faith-based groups and the United Nations:
· UNICEF has partnered with Muslim leaders to counter violence against girls and women in West Africa.
· We have supported an initiative in the Mekong region led by Buddhist monks to provide compassionate care to people living with AIDS.
· We have joined with religious leaders in Bangladesh and Afghanistan in social mobilization activities as part of the global fight to eradicate polio and in measles vaccination campaigns.
· In Papua New Guinea, where faith-based organizations are responsible for supporting about half of all education and health facilities, UNICEF has partnered with the Catholic and Anglican churches to promote Girls’ Education. 
· In Namibia and Rwanda, UNICEF has partnered with Catholic and Evangelic Churches for the development and implementation of National Plans of Action on Orphans and Other Vulnerable Children. 
· In El Salvador, the first meeting of the Salvadoran Evangelical Leadership for Childhood and Adolescence brought together 3,000 religious leaders to analyze the role of the church and religious leaders in ensuring the fulfillment of children’s rights in the country. 

· In Moldova, UNICEF trained orthodox religious leaders on child survival to enable them to serve as communication channels on integrated early childhood development reaching pregnant women.
Our challenge now is to take programmes like these, and many others, and bring them to scale and implement them more systematically.

Another important area in which UNICEF has collaborated with faith-based groups has been in ending traditional or customary practices, superstitious beliefs and discriminatory rules that violate the human rights of women and children. 
For instance, progress had been made in changing the perception that Female Genital Mutilation/Cutting is backed by religion. This shift has been a result of studies of religious texts and public statements made by religious leaders. 

Children in Islam, a study published by UNICEF in collaboration with Al-Alzhar University in Egypt, is being used in the region as a resource tool in the efforts to promote the abandonment of FGM/C. Following the study, UNICEF and Al-Azhar University developed a booklet which outlines the perspective of Islam on FGM/C and refutes various religious arguments. 

UNICEF’s partnerships with faith-based organizations can not only improve children’s lives in the short-run, but can help tackle the unfortunate spreading of hatred and intolerance in the name of religion. The more we work together to express in deeds, as well as in words, our core values – of love, peace, solidarity and compassion – the more sustaining and transformative our actions can be. And the more we can give children the support and opportunities they need and deserve.

Thank you.
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