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On behalf of the Organization of American States, I wish to express to the Government of Mexico, and particularly to the First Lady who has joined us so warmly, our special recognition for the opportunity of holding the Nineteenth Pan American Child Congress in this wonderful country. 

Our appreciation as well for the hospitality of the Mexican people and Government who have always been so generous and welcoming to all Americans, as well as to the distinguished representatives from the Observer countries who have met to discuss such critical issues as children and families are. 

This Congress is held in a most appropriate occasion, for two reasons: 

In the first place, both the OAS and the Inter-American System are undergoing a significant stage of administrative reorganization and strengthening of cooperation and integration processes. 

Secondly, we are living in an era where the consideration of children has exceeded the mere abstract or theoretical acknowledgment that they are holders of rights as any adult. Outstanding levels have been reached in the adjustment of domestic regulatory frameworks to child-related international treaties, both within the United Nations and the OAS systems. Conventions are followed up in order to ensure their consistency with national legislations and avoid their oblivion as one more document. 

These two factors turn the current climate particularly sensitive to the outcome of your discussions. 

Please allow me to elaborate on the main theme of this Pan American Child Congress. 

From a right-based approach it is not possible to do without the Convention on the Rights of the Child, the Preamble of which, among other issues, provides for an excellent ethical framework by stating that: 

“...the family, as the fundamental group of society and the natural environment for the growth and well-being of all its members and particularly children, should be afforded the necessary protection and assistance so that it can fully assume its responsibilities within the community,” 

and further recognizing that: 

“...the child, for the full and harmonious development of his or her personality, should grow up in a family environment, in an atmosphere of happiness, love and understanding.” 

Thus, the Preamble to the Convention indicates us the huge scope of family’s intervention in the development of the child. 

The shaping of human life does not end in the biological event of birth and the detachment of the new born being from the mother’s placenta. He or she requires one further “placenta” to keep living, and that is nothing else but the family. A famous psychiatrist used to say that this social placenta is an “identity womb” where children receive their behavior, affection and sexual identity models that will enable their full insertion as citizens, together with the ethical principles provided by culture and considered as its own by each generation. 

The social system cannot be operational in the absence of individuals prepared to become a part of it, and the quality of such insertion into the social system depends upon the quality of their preparation. That preparation is processed by the family and becomes the intermediate link that chains one generation to the other throughout social evolution. 

The socializing dimension of the family has a significant meaning from the perspective of human rights. The social institutions around us, the family, the school, the workplace, the social organizations, are the scenario where individual rights are expressed, respected or violated. This concept has been ratified by Advisory Opinion No. 17 of the Inter-American Court of Human Rights, to which the Inter-American Children’s Institute itself made such a significant contribution. Operative paragraph No. 4 in that Opinion reads: “the family is the primary context for children’s development and exercise of their rights.” 

It is thus stated that no exercise or protection of rights can exist without the primary context of the family. And the Court further rules: “Therefore, the State must support and strengthen the family through the various measures it requires to best fulfill its natural function in this field.” 
Beyond the approaches that link the family to children’s rights there is the actual situation undergone by most part of the hemisphere, an awful reality that crudely shows an excessively large number of families and children living in poverty and extreme poverty conditions. 

We may say, with no fear at all to be wrong, that the greatest violations of children’s rights occur in those sectors affected by the most depressed and critical social conditions which, additionally and unfortunately, are the most difficult to revert. The Summits of Presidents and Heads of State have reiterated on various occasions their commitment to the integral well being of children, as well as their concern about the deep impact of the region’s poverty on this population sector. 

We are aware that each nation bears the major responsibility for its own development and the well being of its people. We know that the active participation of underprivileged people themselves and their own creativity and work are the most important tool for their progress. But we also think that we have the collective duty to provide the poorest nations and the populations in greatest need the necessary capabilities to take advantage of development opportunities. 

Various studies on poverty in the region show that fatherless homes, where the mother is the head of the family, include 50 percent of children with unmet basic needs. An ECLAC report of 2001 noted that the possibility of being poor in a family headed by the mother only was six times greater as compared to a full family. This leads to child labor and all the subsequent social consequences, the most serious of which is leaving school and reducing those children’s progress opportunities. 

The Inter-American Children’s Institute is currently developing a significant work entrusted by the Thirty-fifth OAS General Assembly held in Quito, Ecuador, in order to submit to the Permanent Council by 31 December this year a report on the status of child trafficking for sexual exploitation purposes in the hemisphere, aimed to enhance the design of measures to fight against such scourge. 

All these considerations will be discussed in depth in the Congress keynote addresses and working groups. Nevertheless, please allow me to conclude that we are obliged to create answers for families to enjoy the necessary conditions for the exercise of their rights and duties, conditions that will ultimately ensure the protection and exercise of children’s rights and duties. 

First Lady, Authorities, Delegates of the Member states and Observer countries and entities, Ladies, Gentlemen: we are here to discuss and find the answers that will ensure the family and children in the Americas the ways to their strengthening, thus enabling our Americas to be more respectful of children’s rights, more democratic, more fair, more just and more vigorous, such as our peoples and the time we live in are calling for. 

