Statement by Ms. Claire Van der Vaeren

UN Resident Coordinator

World Population Day, 11 July 2009

Your Majesty, Ashi Sangay Choden Wangchuck,
Your Excellency, Lyonpo Zangley Drukpa, Minister of Health,
Dasho Dzhongda, Dzongkhag officials, Gups,
Distinguished Guests, UN Colleagues

Ladies and Gentlemen,

It is a great honour for me to be here today on behalf of the UN system in Bhutan,  to commemorate the World Population Day. 
Allow me to start by quoting the Executive Director of the United Nations Population Fund, Ms. Thoraya Ahmed Obaid, who defines the importance of the World Population Day in these terms: 
Quote “The World Population Day is a time to focus on commitment and action to ensure that every pregnancy is wanted, every birth is safe, every young person is free of HIV/AIDS, and every girl and woman is treated with dignity and respect” Unquote. 
All women and children have the right to live in a safe environment where they are treated with respect and dignity.  By creating such an environment, we also contribute to reducing poverty. 
The theme chosen for this year’s  World Population Day is: “Responding to the Economic Crisis: Investing in Women is a smart choice”. 

While the world has made progress in reducing poverty over the last decade, we are, unfortunately, currently witnessing the worst financial and economic crisis of almost a century. We have seen how the decrease in economic growth globally is also hitting developing countries, with increasing unemployment rates, and volatile commodity prices, particularly food and oil. The global economic crisis threatens the achievement of poverty reduction targets and affects millions of people who have fallen – or risk falling – back into poverty
. 
The crisis affects women and children differently than men. Some of these differences are due to unequal participation in the labour market, and to unequal access to financial resources and other assets in general.  Globally a negative impact is also foreseen on infant and maternal deaths, female school dropout rates, as well as gender based violence.
This year’s theme: “Investing in Women is a smart choice” suggests that if we uphold women’s rights and invest in women, we stand a better chance of overcoming the challenges of the financial and economic crisis, and of remaining on track to achieve the Millennium Development Goals.
The message was reinforced by the UN Secretary-General, Mr. Ban Ki Moon who has stated that Quote “We must find the most effective ways to continue progress towards achieving the Millennium Development Goals. There is no better path than the focus of this year’s World Population Day: Investing in women and girls. Investing in girls’ education delivers good returns. And investing in womens’ health, especially reproductive health can save the lives of half a million mothers each year” Unquote. 

Your Majesty, Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen,
It is heartening to note that the Royal Government of Bhutan recognizes the importance of health and education and is remarkable that Bhutan has invested in free health care and free education. Commendable progress has been made in increasing net enrollment in primary education for both girls and boys. Awareness programmes on reproductive health including voluntary family planning, teenage pregnancy, substance abuse and HIV/AIDS prevention, have been carried out in all remote communities across the country. 
It is also inspiring to see that the government in its 10th Five Year Plan has ensured that safe motherhood, reproductive health and access to quality education are given priority, and that delivery of services by relevant institutions will be scaled up. 
In the current global economic crisis context, maintaining this focus on social services is crucial if Bhutan is to stay on track towards achieving the MDGs.  Now is the time for Bhutan to make concerted efforts to keep the momentum and prevent any losses resulting from the crisis. Investing in the health and education of women and girls, and creating an enabling environment for women’s participation in the labour force, as well as men, are among the measures that will keep Bhutan on this path.
Your Majesty,

I would like on this occasion to pay tribute to your selfless efforts as UNFPA’s Goodwill Ambassador. You have been a lighthouse for many people in remote communities of Bhutan. Men and women, adults and youth, have understood the importance of reproductive health including family planning and of empowering marginalized women and girls through your interaction with them. Your Majesty has also greatly raised the national awareness on maternal health, family norms and HIV/AIDS, and broken the silence surrounding gender-based violence.  

The UN Secretary General, Mr. Ban Ki-Moon, has underlined that “When you empower a woman, you empower a family. When you empower a family, you change the world”. This is exactly what Your Majesty has achieved by traveling to all corners of the country, interacting with the people and the policy makers alike, and for that we cannot thank you enough. 
Ladies and Gentlemen,

As we commemorate World Population Day, let us all commit ourselves as individuals, policy makers and organizations to promote the rights of women and girls to enjoy a life of health, dignity and equal opportunity to make this world a better place to live and achieve the national vision of Gross National Happiness. 
THANK YOU AND TASHI DELEK
� �  World Bank, March 2009
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