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Hon’ble Minister of Education, Lyonpo Thakur S. Powdyel,

Venerable Lamas from the Central Monastic Body, 

Hon’ble Secretary, GNH Commission,

Dashos, Secretaries, representatives of development organisations,

Ladies and Gentlemen:

· Let me begin by congratulating you on the coronation of Bhutan’s King and the celebration of the 100 years of monarchy. It gives me an immense pleasure to visit you at this historic moment. 
· I am very happy to join you in witnessing the launch of the report “Bhutan’s Progress: Midway to the Millennium Development Goals”. The country’s tremendous progress thus far in attaining the MDGs is truly remarkable. Bhutan is potentially on track towards achieving most of the MDGs. Some of this progress – for example, significant public investment in social sector and infrastructure development – sets the pace for intensifying development efforts elsewhere in the region and in other parts of the world.

· Advances made towards the MDGs across the world have been varied. As the Secretary-General’s annual MDG report indicated this year, while significant gains were made on some fronts, overall performance has been mixed. In particular, the benefits of growth have been unequally shared both across and within countries. This is particularly true for the Asia-Pacific region.
· Asia’s progress in terms of achieving the MDGs remains impressive but uneven. The remarkable growth figures from Asia - driven mainly by China and India - have helped lift millions out of poverty. However, in the recent months, rising food and fluctuations in fuel prices have reversed some of these gains and made millions of people extremely vulnerable. Currently, there are about 900 million Asians living below the World Bank poverty line of less than $1.25 a day – while another 300 million have just been lifted out of poverty and remain literally at the margin.
· East Asia is generally on track and South Asia is behind but is making progress on many goals. Across the region, the slowest progress has been made in terms of health and environmental sustainability.
· One of the striking features in the Asia-Pacific region is the increasing gap between countries – while rapidly growing economies like China and India have made great advances, there is a widening gap between the faster growing economies and those being left behind – particularly the least-developed countries, landlocked countries and the small island developing states. Here countries are mostly off-track towards meeting the MDGs.
· Despite its challenging position as a landlocked LDC, Bhutan is a great exception, having made solid progress towards achieving the MDGs. I understand that this has been possible due to the Royal Government’s strong commitment to the MDGs and its far-sighted polices ingrained in the national development frameworks. However, as a group, more support is needed especially for landlocked countries to help them benefit from broader Asian prosperity.

· With the current volatility in global markets and the risks posed by climate change, it is the more vulnerable countries in the region that are going to be at risk of sudden downturns. This is going to be one of the biggest challenges from now to 2015. I am acutely aware of the risks that Bhutan faces in terms of climate change as the Himalayan glaciers are melting. This calls for greater efforts in terms of adaptation – for better understanding the risks related to climate change and ability to effectively respond to them. Overall in Asia, where natural disasters and conflict have often caused substantial reversals to previous achievements, no gains can be taken for granted. 
· Even within well-performing countries, certain regions and groups are falling behind. The rapid economic growth in these prospering countries has not necessarily translated into better life for the majority of people, or directly benefited the most vulnerable ones. Inequalities are increasing dramatically, especially in the fast growing economies. 

· The benefits of Asia’s growth have largely concentrated in its urban centers. Rural areas, where the majority of the Asians live, have often been bypassed. Moreover, the impressive growth rates have not been accompanied by equal increases in employment opportunities or in investments for human development. Also in Bhutan, despite significant progress made in terms of poverty reduction, rural poverty remains a key challenge – complicated by the inaccessibility and geographical remoteness of the poorest areas.
· As observed in Bhutan’s MDG Needs Assessment and Costing Report, the formula of sustained advancement and growth may lie in matching the impressive levels of capital investment with commensurate increase in recurrent cost allocations, particularly in the health and education sectors. Furthermore, the promotion of enabling environment for micro, small and medium-sized enterprises can be a critical element of national strategies to curb such emerging trends as youth unemployment. Ensuring that the economic progress translates into employment opportunities requires creative solutions and innovative partnerships.
· The draft 10th Five-Year Plan has poverty reduction as its main goal to be realized through the strategies of stimulating economic development. Given the country’s high level of commitment to the MDGs evident from their integration into the national planning frameworks, Bhutan should be well poised to address this overarching challenge.

· The UN system in Bhutan will continue supporting the Government-led development efforts through policy work and targeted programmes in support of the 10th Five-Year Plan. The greater cohesion accomplished by the UN partners in Bhutan over the last few years sets the ground for coherent policy and planning efforts across the board; more effective and robust programmes; and stronger national ownership. In other words, coherent UN system support to Bhutan is much more than the sum of the individual agencies’ parts.
