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Summit focuses attention on children 
By Tracy Early 
Catholic News Service 

UNITED NATIONS — The largest 
number of top government leaders ever to 
gather in one location came to the United 
Nations Sept. 29-30 to focus world atten
tion on the needs of children. 

Organizers of the World Summit for 
Children counted 71 heads of state or heads 
of government in attendance, plus high-
level delegations from many other coun
tries. 

The chiefs came from the Western 
world, the Third World and what was until 
recently known as the Eastern bloc. The 
Soviet Union's Mikhail Gorbachev was 

Cardinal Agostino Casaroli, Vatican 
secretary of state and counted at the United 
Nations as a head of government, was 
among the 71 leaders, and at the end joined 
die others in signing a World Declaration 
on the Survival, Protection and De
velopment of Children. 

Agreed upon in advance, the declaration 
began with an urgent appeal "to give 
every child a better future." 

Outlining the "challenge," die world 
leaders declared that countless children 
suffer "as casualties of war and violence, 
as victims of racial discrimination, apar
theid, aggression, foreign occupation and 
annexation, as refugees and displaced 
children, forced to abandon their homes 
and their roots, as disabled, or as victims 
of neglect, cruelty and exploitation." 

In addition, the declaration said, "Each 
day, 40,000 children die from malnutrition 
and disease, including acquired immune 
deficiency syndrome, from the lack of 
clean water and inadequate sanitation and 
from the effects of the drug problem." 

To meet the challenge, the leaders com
mitted themselves to a 10-point program 
including support for the U.N. Convention 
on the Rights of die Child, for health and 
education measures, for prevention of 
child abuse and for a global attack on pov
erty. 

Special negotiation was required to get 
wording on family planning that the Vati
can could endorse. With no reference to 
methods, natural or otherwise, die final 
language stated: "We will work to 
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strengthen the role and status of women. 
We will promote responsible planning of 
family size, child spacing, breast-feeding 
and safe motherhood.'' 

Bishop James T. McHugh of Camden, 
N.J., who participated in summit planning 
sessions in Canada this summer, said 
before the summit opened that the Holy 
See found nothing unacceptable in the 
declaration's final wording on family plan
ning. 

James P. Grant, director of the U.N. 
children's agency, UNICEF, was the key 
personality behind the summit. 

A key operating concept in UNICEF 
thinking was that much of the suffering and 
death afflicting children could be overcome 
with existing knowledge, and with relative
ly little money. 

A video prepared for the conference said 
8,000 children die every day from diseases 

-existing vaccines can now prevent. 
It also said that for an extra $2.5 billion a 

year — less than the world spends each day 
on its military forces — medical programs 
could overcome the top five killers of 
children: dehydration, measles, whooping 
cough, tetanus and pneumonia. 

"The decisive factor is political will," 
said Canadian Prime Minister Brian 
Mulroney in an opening statement. 

At u e summit, leaders used to speaking 
as long as they wanted at home accepted 
three-to-five-minute limits with grace. 

Even with only five minutes or less, 
many of the speakers found ways to make 
points specific to their population. 

Leaders such as President Vaclav Havel 
of Czechoslovakia and President Zhelyu 
Zhelev of Bulgaria referred to recent 
moves to democracy in their countries and 
the consequent benefits for children. 

Costa Rican President Rafael Angel 
Calderon-Fournier' cited the need for a 

AP/Wide World Photos 
Lenny Montalvo, 7, stands in a va
cant lot near his South Bronx home 
tn New York earlier this month. 
World leaders met at the United 
Nations Sept. 29-30 to debate the 
needs of children who are dying at a 
rate of about 40,000 per day 
worldwide. 

"just solution to the problem of die debt." 
Zimbabwean President Robert G. Mugabe 
denounced apartheid and the terrorism 
ravaging Angola and Mozambique. Arab 
leaders made appeals for Palestinian 
children. And Kuwait Sheik Jaber Al-
ahmad Al-Jaber Al-Sabah spoke of die suf
fering that recent events had brought to 
children of his nation. 

Speaking in French, Cardinal Casaroli 
said that while there was concern about 
population growth in some regions, other 
regions were experiencing a decline in bir
ths, with consequent aging of the popula
tion and danger of decline for' 'ancient and 
noble civilizations.'' 

The Cardinal noted that both trends need 
serious analysis, but solutions to whatever 
problems are found must be based on clear 
and firm moral principles. Solutions, he 
said, must avoid the danger of statism and 
its threat to the liberty and moral force of 
the people. 

Contributing to this report was Kevin 
McLaughlin in Camden. 
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