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Mr. President, Distinguished Ambassadors, delegates, Ladies and Gentlemen,

As a member of the African Union, Sierra Leone associates itself with the statement delivered by the Minister of Women and Children of Ghana, presenting the Call for Accelerated Action on the Implementation of the Plan of Action towards Africa Fit for Children, (2008-2012) as mandated by the Second Pan-African Forum on children held in Cairo, Egypt, from 29th October to 2nd November, 2007.

Mr. President,
As we meet with the global fraternity of nations in this Commemorative Plenary of the General Assembly to evaluate the progress achieved thus far in the implementation of the Declaration and Plan of Action of  “A World Fit for Children”, Sierra Leone is pleased to note that so much has been achieved by individual nations and organizations towards the advancement of the welfare of children, evident in the words of the Draft Declaration, which my delegation hopes will be adopted by consensus at the end of this meeting. 

Our strong commitment to the welfare of children is demonstrated by the fact that Sierra Leone is a state party to all the relevant International Human Rights instruments dedicated to the promotion and protection of the rights and welfare of children, including the Declaration and Plan of Action of "A World Fit for Children" (WFFC). 

Children's concerns have been mainstreamed into our national development policies, programmes and plans, as underlined by the creation of a special Ministry of Children's Affairs, which I have the privilege to head as Minister.  Children's concerns are also addressed in our national Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper. Consistent with these commitments, Sierra Leone has taken and continues to take practical measures towards the promotion of the rights and welfare of children, especially in relation to the four outcome areas of the WFFC Plan of Action, namely: health, education, protection against abuse, exploitation and violence, as well as combating HIV/ADIS.

Mr. President,

In our bid to attain the objective of promoting healthy lives for the Children of Sierra Leone, the right of every child to enjoy the highest attainable standard of health has been a major priority to my government. In this regard, we have taken initiatives, all of which are consistent with the MDG of reducing by half, the proportion of people living without sustainable safe drinking water by 2015 and reducing infant mortality. There are extensive programmes to enhance maternal health and reduce infant mortality and morbidity rates including immunizations, family planning, obstetric care and training of Traditional Birth Attendants (TBAs). 

Under the Roll Back Malaria Programme, we have embarked upon a massive malaria control programme, which has benefited from generous funding and technical support from UN agencies, particularly UNICEF and other International funding agencies. Through this programme, about 900,000 insecticide treated mosquito nets have been distributed among children under five and pregnant women.

In the area of providing quality education, premium has been placed on getting every child into school. Government has introduced free and compulsory primary education and created special incentives for promoting the education of the girl child. This has led to significantly higher primary school enrolment, particularly the enrolment of girls at all levels. We have also modified some of our national education programmes to provide opportunities for those war-affected children aged 10 - 15 years whose schooling was disrupted, or never attended school. Through a programme known as Complementary Rapid Education for Primary School (CREPS), the normal 6 year primary education programme was compressed to 3 years in a bid to provide beneficiaries to eventually join the formal education system. About 23,000 children have successfully gone through the programme and integrated into the formal education system thanks to UNICEF.

With regards the issue of protecting our children against abuse, exploitation and violence, the following practical measures have been taken to address vulnerabilities of specific categories of children:

· The establishment of a National Commission for War Affected Children (NacWAC) soon after our civil war to focus on the needs of children, including their reunification with their families, fostering and trauma healing;

· The declaration by the Government that 18 years is the minimum age for recruitment into the national Army;

·  The establishment of A Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC), which among other things, provided a forum for children associated with the war to tell their stories during the hearings of the Commission. Details of these stories were a rich source from which several lessons have been learnt about children and their vulnerabilities, and have contributed to shaping our policies on children's welfare. The recommendations of the TRC report, especially those bordering on the protection of the rights and advancement of the welfare of children, are now being implemented;

·  Employment Law that prohibits women and girls of any age to work in Mines and also children below the age of 18 to be employed during the night in any private or public undertaking. The law also prohibits male children below 16 years from working underground in Mines;

·  The enactment in June 2007, of a Child Right Bill to ensure the proper implementation of the UN Convention on the Right of the Child.  In the meantime, government is working with various Child Protection Civil Society Organizations, religious bodies and UNICEF to support programmes to get children off the streets, especially child hawkers. A head count of street children in major urban areas estimates the number at 2,874. This demonstrates that there is a lot more to be done;

·  The establishment of a well functioning Child Protection Committee headed by the Ministry of Social Welfare, Gender and Children's Affairs and Child Friendly Centres established by NaCWAC and religious organization in various parts of the country to take care of vulnerable children;

· The enactment of a Trafficking in Persons Act in 2005 and establishment of a Trafficking in Persons (TIP) Taskforce;

· The setting up of a Family Support Unit (FSU) in the Police Department to protect children against sexual abuse and exploitation. There are about 18 FSU branches around the country. Social Workers from the Ministry of Social Welfare, Gender and Children's Affairs have been assigned to the FSU branches nationwide;

·  The establishment of A National Orphans and Vulnerable Children Taskforce. 

In the area of Combating HIV/AIDS, we have taken measures to ensure that our children are protected against this monstrous scourge. We have thus developed policies and guidelines such as support for the Prevention of Mother to Child Transmission as well as Pediatric care. 

Mr. President,
In spite of all the afore-mentioned gains, we still want to register our concern that the state of the children of Sierra Leone remains precarious. If we should meet all the targets set out in the WFFC Declaration and Plan of Action, we are yet to address challenges such as special care for children orphaned by AIDS, the increasing number of street children, inadequate health and education facilities for children in remote communities, poor infrastructure as well as inadequate trained personnel to tackle the problem of trafficking in persons. Much as our success in achieving the WFFC targets depends to a very large extent on our national efforts, there is still need for continued international support specifically to help us meet the millennium development goals, which have a great bearing on the welfare of children. 

Mr. President,
In concluding, let me on behalf of my President, His Excellency Mr. Ernest Bai Koroma, the Government and people of Sierra Leone thank the UN, especially UNICEF for bringing us all together in this high level plenary meeting. I must also thank our development partners for their continued support to ensure we fulfill our commitments as enunciated in the WFFC Declaration and Plan of Actions, the CRC and its relevant Optional Protocols.

Finally, we reiterate our firm commitment to the ongoing global efforts at making a “World Fit”, not only for the children of Sierra Leone but also a “World Fit for Children” the world over.

I thank you for your attention. 
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