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HIV Epidemic Posing 
Increasing Threat To World's Children 
 

UNAIDS Executive Director Addresses Committee on 
the Rights of the Child 
 

The world's children are under increasing threat from HIV/AIDS, and efforts to control the epidemic must focus more on its impact on their lives, on children's rights and their special vulnerability to infection, according to Dr Peter Piot, Executive Director of the Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS). Dr Piot was speaking today in Geneva at the opening of a day of discussion on "Children living in a world with AIDS" organized by the Committee on the Rights of the Child, the international body of independent experts who monitor States' compliance with the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. 

"The AIDS epidemic is having a devastating impact on children around the world. Governments must be both responsible and accountable for improving the conditions of children infected by HIV and those affected by infection of members of their families and communities, as well as for strengthening measures to prevent infection," said Dr Piot. "By focusing its theme day on children's rights in the context of HIV/AIDS, the Committee has shown its commitment to increasing the level of implementation of appropriate policies for the care and protection of these children". 

The Convention is the first to give children's rights the force of international law. Adopted by the United Nations General Assembly in November 1989, the Convention has now been ratified by 191 countries. Only Somalia and the United States have not yet ratified it. 

UNAIDS estimates that over 500,000 infants were infected with HIV in 1997 through mother-to- child transmission before or during birth or through breastfeeding. Around 1.6 million children were orphaned by AIDS in 1997. In addition, almost half of all new HIV infections - some 7000 every day - occur in the age range of 10 to 24 years. As they enter adolescence, girls and boys are now among those at the highest risk of HIV infection as a result of engaging in unprotected sex and of sharing contaminated needles while injecting drugs. 

Under the Convention, governmental obligations extend to ensuring that all children (defined as human beings under the age of 18), including those living with HIV and AIDS, have access to health facilities, care, education and psychological and social support. Children infected with HIV are exposed to stigma and discrimination resulting in denial of their rights to basic care and services. The sickness and premature death of one or both parents from AIDS often result in children being relocated from their homes and their health being compromised. In addition, some are exposed to abuse and exploitation. Children suffering from extreme poverty, violence and neglect are the most vulnerable. In many countries, children's vulnerability to HIV infection is also increased because they are denied sexual health education and services or because these are not "friendly" or designed to meet children's specific needs. 

According to Dr Piot, "Restricting access to sexual health education aimed at postponing first sexual intercourse and practising safer sex are violations of children's rights. Girls and boys need to understand how to help take charge of their own lives - to protect themselves and others from the virus in situations of risk. We must furthermore enable them to become true participants in our efforts to combat this epidemic, for they are an essential part of the solution." 

The discussion day focuses on preventing the spread of HIV among children and adolescents; providing care for infected children and adolescents and support for those affected by the epidemic; and respecting the principle of non-discrimination in the context of HIV/AIDS. A key general principle of the Convention is also that of participation - the right of children to be heard and to have their aspirations and needs reflected in decisions affecting their future. The conclusions and recommendations of the session will, it is hoped, help promote the rights of children in the context of HIV and AIDS and to expand the involvement of AIDS service, human rights and development organizations in the process of monitoring child rights. 

Other speakers at the day's events include Mary Robinson, High Commissioner for Human Rights (UNHCHR), whose office is co-organizing the event in conjunction with UNAIDS, UNICEF, WHO and other UN agencies and NGOs. 
