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Honourable Parliamentarians,
Ladies and Gentlemen,


It gives me great pleasure to welcome all of you to the 2006 International Parliamentarians’ Conference on the Implementation of the ICPD Programme of Action. I would like to express my sincere appreciation to the Asian Forum of Parliamentarians on Population and Development and UNFPA for organizing this important event at UNESCAP.

During the past 50 years, the world has seen a gradual shift in the emphasis of population concern in the development agenda.  The  major  changes  relate  to  the  linkages  between  population and  development, the formulation and implementation of policies, the role and status of women, the importance of changes in socio-economic and demographic structures and the focus on urbanization and population distribution. It is, therefore, inevitable that population concerns have gradually moved away from a narrow economic viewpoint to a broad socio-economic development perspective.

One major milestone was the convening of the International Conference on Population and Development (ICPD) at Cairo in 1994. ICPD articulated new visions on the close links between sustainable development, reproductive health and gender equality.  At the Conference, no less than 179 countries agreed that meeting  the  needs  for  education  and  health, including reproductive health, was a prerequisite for sustainable development.  
A series of interdependent goals and objectives laid down by the ICPD Programme of Action (to be attained by 2015) include: 
· universal access to reproductive health services, including family planning and sexual health;

· improvements in infant, child and maternal mortality; 
· reductions in HIV infection rates; 
· universal access to basic education, especially for girls; and 
· gender equality, equity and women’s empowerment. 

The ICPD marked a paradigm shift – away from traditional population control measures and demographic targets, towards social development based on individual needs and aspirations.  This emphasis on human rights marked an important change in population policies and programmes. It was a departure from a focus on human numbers, to one that placed human lives at the forefront of the development agenda. 
The ICPD also agreed that reproductive health was a basic human right and that individuals should be able to freely choose the number, timing and spacing of their children. Reaching the Goals of the ICPD Programme of Action is essential to achieving the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs).  This set of time-bound and measurable Goals and targets, fully aligned with the ICPD roadmap, has the overarching aim of reducing extreme poverty by half by 2015.

Health, including reproductive health, is fundamental to poverty reduction and development, as was pointed out by Mr. Kofi Annan, Secretary-General of the United Nations, in his message to the Fifth Asian and Pacific Population Conference in December 2002. 
I quote “The Millennium Development Goals, particularly the eradication of extreme poverty and hunger, cannot be achieved if questions of population and reproductive health are not squarely addressed”.

The key to achieving the ICPD Goals and the MDGs is the empowerment of people, men and women alike. While investing in people is central to development, it is equally important to create an enabling environment that will help individuals develop and utilize their full potential. 

Asia and the Pacific is a region in transition. A number of countries in the region have undergone significant economic, social and demographic changes during the past decades. Many more are poised to follow suit. However, a number of countries and significant population groups are deprived of the benefits of change, resulting in large pockets of poverty and sub-standard levels of living and quality of life.


In the wake of those changes, new population issues such as age structure changes, population ageing, international migration, and HIV/AIDS, have emerged. While economies and societies have to adapt to changing realities, these changes and their implications for development and the well-being of people in the region are neither easily understood nor anticipated. The Fifth Asian and Pacific Population Conference on population and poverty, convened in December 2002, at a critical juncture in the transition period experienced by countries in the region, made several important recommendations to address the manifold challenges faced by those countries.


As the regional arm of the United Nations Secretariat in Asia and the Pacific, ESCAP assists countries to achieve the MDGs and other internationally agreed goals and recommendations, such as those contained in the ICPD Programme of Action. ESCAP’s three-pronged strategy is to reduce poverty, manage globalization and address emerging social issues. More specifically, ESCAP focuses on these issues that directly affect the poor, women and other vulnerable and disadvantaged groups of people in the region. ESCAP seeks to increase awareness and understanding of how various issues such as lowered fertility and mortality rates, population ageing, and international migration affect each country and the region as a whole.


ESCAP’s main role with regard to follow-up on the implementation of the ICPD Programme of Action has been played by its technical assistance programme. This includes workshops, training courses and regional seminars; inter-country research; and information dissemination, which harnesses the benefits of emerging communication technologies.  Many of those activities have been oriented to assist countries to build their skills and capacities to implement the recommendations of the ICPD Programme of Action. Furthermore, ESCAP utilizes and promotes South-South collaboration to strengthen networking among institutions, facilitate the flow of information on population and development, and capture lessons learned in implementing the ICPD.

ESCAP is firmly dedicated to furthering its accomplishments in the field of population and development. While much has been done, much more still remains to be achieved. Rapid population ageing, owing to the success of many countries in lowering their fertility rates, will be an important issue that will require prompt action. Other issues include international and internal migration, and its implications for poverty reduction. A host of other issues concern reproductive health and the empowerment of women.  The threat posed by sexually transmitted infections, including HIV/AIDS, is yet another major challenge that countries in the region face.  These and other emerging issues will require considerable joint efforts to tackle them.

ESCAP, in close cooperation with UNFPA, has played a pivotal role in promoting the awareness of population issues and advocating for population policies and programmes that contribute to the general well-being of people in the Asian and Pacific region. Together, the two organizations have contributed to the improved capacity of countries in the region to plan, implement and monitor population trends and their impact on development.  While UNFPA is the largest multilateral agency supporting population programmes at the country level, ESCAP continues to play an active role in creating an enabling environment for the development and implementation of policies -- including population policies -- that contribute to sustainable development and poverty reduction in the Asia-Pacific region.

Furthermore, in its efforts to strengthen knowledge sharing and act as a knowledge hub in the field of population and development in the region, ESCAP, in cooperation with UNFPA, brings to its target audience – policy makers and planners – key findings from its intercountry research and analyses, as well as lessons learned and good practices from country-level initiatives through the highly respected Asia-Pacific Population Journal, which marked its 20th anniversary at a reception yesterday which many of you attended, the equally popular  Population  Headliners,  which  features  the AFPPD Chairman Mr. Fukuda in its latest issue, and an evolving online knowledge base on population-related issues.


ESCAP has been collaborating with AFPPD in many instances over the course of the past few years.  Last year, ESCAP, in collaboration with UNFPA, IOM and AFPPD, organized a regional seminar on the social implications of international migration. The seminar provided an opportunity for parliamentarians, government officials, representatives of international organizations, civil society organizations and academic experts to examine recent trends and development issues concerning migration. ESCAP and AFPPD are also actively collaborating in the exchange of information and knowledge of mutual interest to the two organizations, sharing relevant and timely information with a wide audience through their respective publication programmes.

In conclusion, let me emphasize that continued advocacy on the importance of population and development with senior planners and policy makers, parliamentarians and legislators and other influential personalities is essential to sustain the favourable environment that is steadily emerging. This would help countries in the region to mobilize the resources urgently needed to bring the Goals of the ICPD within their reach.


Distinguished participants of this important Conference, I wish you every success in your deliberations and a very pleasant stay in Bangkok.

Thank you for your kind attention.
____________________
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