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For the past year a quiet but important debate has been taking place that could have a major 
impact on the lives of the world’s children over the next ten years.  At issue are the promises that 
the leaders of the world will soon make to the children of the world about what will be done to 
meet their needs and protect their rights. 
 
In preparation for the UN Special Session on Children, the delegates from the world’s nations 
have been trying to reach agreement on the commitments that will be made when their leaders 
assemble for the Session at UN headquarters in New York in September of this year. 
 
The principal focus of attention in the period leading up to the summit meeting has been on the 
proposed draft Outcome Document, A World Fit for Children, and the series of revisions to this 
draft that have been circulated for comment and mark-up.  While a wide range of issues have 
been under discussion, the changes that have been proposed and made to the text reveal an 
important split over five matters fundamental to the character and significance of the final 
document. 
 
A number of nations, with the strong backing of most of the NGOs involved in the debate, have 
been calling for an Outcome Document that would: 
 

• Be based on the principles of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, and promote 
and strengthen the implementation and monitoring of the Convention 

• Recognise and reaffirm the full range of children’s rights, including their economic, social 
and cultural rights 

• Apply and be relevant to all children, including those who live in the developed nations 
of the world 

• Set forth specific, measurable and time-bound action plans designed to achieve short and 
medium term goals linked to the long term goal of full implementation of the 
Convention 

• Not retreat from the high standards established by the Convention and subsequent 
international commitments and instruments. 

 
Support for this position has come from the NGO community, acting through the Child Rights 
Caucus, and from the European Union, speaking principally through Sweden during its 
European Presidency.  In January of this year, at the second Preparatory Committee meetings 
(PrepCom 2), Swedish Ambassador to the UN Thomas Hammarberg addressed the UN General 
Assembly on behalf of the EU, including Ireland, and said that 
 

“…the text [of the Outcome Document] could and should be improved…to produce an 
outcome which would be challenging, strategically focused and action oriented… We 
should aim for a document which could serve as an effective tool for change… In our 
opinion, the rights-based approach should be the lead theme throughout the text… The 
full implementation of the Convention on the Rights of the Child is the overarching 
objective… Monitoring will be essential… We should stress the need for more resources 
to the Committee on the Right of the Child to advise on and monitor the implementation 
of the Convention… Measures for genuine and sustainable implementation should be 



spelled out, including the allocation to the maximum of available resources for 
children…” 

 
At a conference held in Germany last month to help prepare for the Special Session, over fifty 
European and Central Asian nations, including Ireland, endorsed a rights-based approach 
emphasising the primary importance of the Convention and placing the highest priority on 
securing its full implementation.  At the end of the conference, with the adoption of the Berlin 
Commitment, the assembled nations committed themselves to taking a series of actions covering 
the entire range of economic, social, cultural, civil and political rights enshrined in the 
Convention. 
 
The leading opponent of those who favour a Convention-based Outcome Document that 
incorporates economic rights and proposes measurable steps to secure them has been the United 
States.  As one of only two nations that have not ratified the Convention (the other being 
Somalia), and with one of the highest rates of child poverty in the developed world, the United 
States has been openly seeking to weaken the Outcome Document, particularly with respect to 
the Convention and children’s economic rights. 
 
In January, at PrepCom 2, U.S. Ambassador Michael Southwick addressed the UN General 
Assembly on the question of the Outcome Document and made the following comments: 
 

“…I would like to say a few words about the many references to the Convention on the 
Rights of the Child and other international instruments in the current text… [I]t is wrong 
to assert an obligation to ratify them.  We also believe it is misleading and inappropriate 
to use the Convention as a litmus test to measure a nation’s commitment to children.  As 
a non-party to the Convention, the United States does not accept obligations based on it, 
nor do we accept that it is the best or only framework for developing programs and 
policies to benefit children.  We believe the text goes too far when it asserts entitlements 
based on the economic, social and cultural rights contained in the Convention… The 
human rights-based approach, while laudable in its objectives, poses significant 
problems as used in this text…” 

 
The U.S. Ambassador went on to recommend the preparation of a “new, shorter draft that can 
form the basis for detailed negotiation…”. 
 
The revised drafts that have been circulated since then provide ample evidence of the headway 
the United States has made since January in securing adoption of its positions.  The following are 
some of the deletions that have been made since the Ambassador’s speech: 
 

• “We now commit ourselves to a set of core objectives for the next decade… (a) Universal 
ratification of the Convention on the Rights of the Child as a matter of urgency… (b) 
Review of national legislation in all countries to ensure full conformity with the 
standards of the Convention…and its Optional Protocols by 2005.” 

 

• “The world now has…the financial resources to meet the most pressing needs of children 
and to ensure their rights.  The nearly universal ratification of the Convention on the 
Rights of the Child…sets out entitlements for children…clearly and compellingly.” 

 

• “We have an historic opportunity to redeem our obligations by mobilizing a global 
movement for children that is guided by history’s most ratified human rights instrument, 
the Convention on the Rights of the Child.” 

 



Some might point to the long litany of promises and commitments made and broken over the 
years and question whether any of this really matters.  After all, one can identify any number of 
nations that have ratified the Convention but are still engaged in the active and systematic 
violation of children’s rights, and are doing so with apparent impunity. 
 
Clearly no promise, or commitment, or treaty or passage of law has the capacity, by itself, to 
make rights real.  Making people aware of the promise, monitoring compliance with the 
commitment, implementing the treaty and enforcing the law – that is how we translate word into 
deed.  But first we need the words.  We need the recognition of rights and the acceptance of the 
obligations that issue from those rights. 
 
What the leaders of the world choose to say when they stand together in September does matter.  
The commitments they make will either expand or limit the potential for children - particularly 
those children living in poverty whose economic rights are being flagrantly violated – to realise 
their fundamental rights and to fully develop their human capacities in the decade ahead. 
 
It is up to us to insist that the world’s leaders recognise their responsibilities to children by 
solemnly pledging to carry out their obligations as required under the UN Convention on the 
Rights of the Child to make a world, by a date certain, truly fit for all of its children. 
 
With the resources available to us at this moment in history, anything less would be morally 
unacceptable.   
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