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SINCE its inception in 1946
the United Nations

Children s Fund UNICEF
has been advocating the
protection of children s
rights to help meet their
basic needs and expand
their opportunities to reach
their full potential
Guided by the Convention

on the Rights of the Child
CRC UNICEF set up by
the UN General Assembly
also strives to establish
children s rights on the
ground that every child is
born with rights to an
education proper healthcare
a name and a nationality
participation in matters that
affect them equal treatment
and protection from harm
Since 1954 UNICEF has

been working with Malaysia
to create lasting solutions
towards providing children
the best start in life and help
them realise their full
potential
thesundaypost recently

talked to UNICEF

Representative to Malaysia
and Special Representative to
Brunei Darussalam Youssouf
Oomar on UNICEF Malaysia
and its role in advocating the
rights of children in the
country

Q Enlighten us with a
background ofyourselfand
your line ofwork
A My career in socio

economic development began
in Mauritius my home
country where I worked with
the UN Development
Programme the UN
Population Fund and the
Economic Planning Ministry
Following that I was

appointed a national officer in
UNICEF office in Mauritius
followed by a Programme
Officer s post in Mauritania I
was subsequently appointed
UNICEF Gambia s
Representative followed by
Representative ofUNICEF in
Algeria
From 2000 to February

2005 1 served as deputy
secretary ofUNICEF s
Executive Board based in
New York I came to

UNICEF Malaysia in January
2008 having completed a
four year term as the
Resident Representative of
UNICEF CUte d lvoire
Q How did you get

involved with UNICEF

Malaysia
A After my posting in

CUte d lvoire the position of
Representative to Malaysia
became available and I was

inspired to bring my
experience from other
countries to Malaysia and
address the challenges faced
by children in a middle
income country
Q What role does

A UNICEF has been in
Malaysia since 1954 all the
while working with the
government to give children
the best start in life by
supporting programmes in
health nutrition water and
sanitation formal and non
formal education as well as

services for deprived children
in poor urban areas
In light of the achievements

made for children in

Malaysia as well as the new
challenges that have emerged
UNICEF Malaysia continues
to play a crucial role in
influencing policy provisions
within a child rights agenda
We are continuing to work

with our partners in
government civil society the
media and the private sector
to address issues of equity and
disparity the threat ofHIV
and violence against children
and young people
UNICEP Malaysia focuses

on long term programmes to
strengthen advocacy and raise
awareness Supported by
collection and analysis of
data studies on child
development protection
participation and
responsibility and critical
analysis of successful
initiatives

Q What are the
challenges faced by children
in Malaysia

A Despite rapid progress
and economic gains a
number of challenges still
remain for children and

young people
Underpinning these is the

issue of social and economic

disparity as spelt out in the
Ninth Malaysia Plan and the
Mid Year Review ofJune
2008

Children and young people
are among the most
vulnerable and exposed to
many threats The following
issues and their impact on
children and young people
are of particular concern
today to the government and
UNICEF

Increased reports of
violence against children and
young people including
sexual abuse

Increase in juvenile
offences

The impact ofHIV and
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linked to risk behaviour such
as drug abuse

The effects of the

economic crisis on children
and how it is widening the
gap between the richest 20
per cent and poorest 20 per
cent adversely affecting child
survival development
protection and participation

Migration of people
resulting in large numbers of
unregistered sometimes
invisible children

Discriminatory attitudes
against vulnerable groups of
children leading to neglect of
these children s rights and
needs

Q How can people help or
contribute towards better
childhoods for

underprivileged children
A Everyone has a crucial

role to play in contributing
towards better childhoods for
all children by changing their
own attitudes behaviours and
actions People first need to
understand that children—
no matter who they are and
where they come from—
have the same rights as all
human beings and that their
rights deserve special

attention

By
recognising
that they
can then
look at
whether

their own attitudes and
behaviours towards children
are creating any
discrimination and harm
towards children or violating
their rights When people
work to change their
behaviour they can take
action to mobilise and inspire
their families and
communities to follow in
their footsteps
I underline here the change

process as a pre condition for
successful attainment of the

vision that the leadership of
this country has for its
children

Adults especiallyparents
can also contribute to better
childhoods for all children by
helping them to understand
their rights and
responsibilities appropriate to
their age and the importance
of respecting the rights of
others

generally well protected
overall in terms of living
standards food Education
and such like

A Children in Malaysia
today enjoy far better
standards of living compared
to 50 years ago due to greater
recognition that their welfare
and well being require special
attention It is a fact also that
political commitment and
innovative policies supported
by adequate budgetary
allocations have resulted in

the excellent performance of
the country
Today there are far fewer

child deaths from

preventable communicable
diseases and under nutrition

Quality healthcare and social
services are available for all

children and the primary
school enrolment rate is near
universal

These improved conditions
in which children live learn
and develop are a result of
innovative policies and
strategic effortsythe
government since
independence
While the national statistics

show that Malaysia is doing
well overall we must also be
mindful that gaps remain in
children s advancement In

certain communities districts
and

states
some
children

are still
left
behind and

we must constantly work
towards closing that gap
Q Since signing the

Convention on the Rights of
the Child CRC 20 years
ago do you think the rights
ofchildren have improved
A The Convention on the

Rights of the Child was
adopted by the UN General
Assembly 20 years ago while
Malaysia signed and ratified
the CRC in 1995 As a

legally binding international
treaty the CRC holds
countries accountable to

uphold the standards outlined
in the CRC

Since the adoption of the
CRC the world has seen
dramatic improvements in
recognition and fulfillment of
children s rights and their
positive impact on law and
practice For example there
are fewer children than ever

dying before their fifth
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Worfdwide school
attendance rates are also
rising rapidly For example
in five developing countries
primary net attendance rates
increased by 10 percentage
points from 2000 to 2006 and
the gender gap is narrowing
The CRC has also

helped make the
problem of
violence against
children visible
as well as

provoke
public debate
on corporal
punishment
by parents
teachers and

caregivers
and in state
institutions

as a

disciplinary
measure

The CRC has
also brought the
world s
attention to
preventing
child labour
and
assisting
children
affected

by it In
1997 during
the International
Conference on Child
Labour a global agenda for
eliminating the worst forms
of child labour was adopted
Most importantly the CRC

has brought to fore the
importance of birth
registration and
documentation for children
by spotlighting how
vulnerable children are to
trafficking and exploitation

when they do not have
documentation

In Malaysia a key outcome
ofMalaysia s ratification of
the CRC is the Child Act

2001 Act 611 that forms
part of the protective legal
environment for children in

the country Several
initiatives have been
introduced under this Act to

safeguard children from
violence abuse neglect and
exploitation For example
incest has been criminalised

by the Penal Code Act 574
while the Domestic Violence
Act 1994 Act 521 protects
the child against violence
within the family
The provisions for

reporting and monitoring of
progress for children have
facilitated dialogue and
engagement between the
government and the
Committee on the Rights of
the Child

Since the government s first
Report to the Committee
new developments for
children have taken place
These include abolishing
school fees for poor
Malaysian children and an
Anti Trafficking Act to

protect women and children
The Standards and

principles articulated in the
Convention can only become
a reality when they are
respected by everyone—
individuals in their personal
capacity within the family in
schools and other institutions

that provide services for
children in communities
and at all levels of
administration

Q In conjunction with the
20th CRC what plans does
UNICEF Malaysia have for
the occasion
A To commemorate 20

years of children s rights
UNICEF Malaysia is
launching a special
anniversary edition of the
State of the World s
Children report which is
UNICEF s flagship
publication
This report will look at the

difference that the CRC has
made to the lives of children

over the past two decades
highlight the CRC s role
and relevance today and
elaborate on what rote it has

over the next 20 years and
beyond
The launch in Malaysia will

be held together with a forum
on education in partnership
with the Bar Council Parallel
to this event UNICEF
Malaysia will also have a

media campaign called Tune
In To Me where children

and young people take over
the airwaves of radio and TV
on November 20 and have
their views opinions and
voices heard nationwide This

campaign highlights one of
the CRC s main principles
that children have the right to
participate and express
themselves in matters that
affect their present and
future
Several other events have

also taken place in the months
leading up to the 20th
anniversary UNICEF
Malaysia in partnership
with Pos Malaysia and
creative agency TBWA
Tequila Malaysia recently
issued a special series of
child rights stamps
highlighting children s right
to play food education and
protection
We have also initiated a

media partnership to inspire
journalists editors and media
policymakers to use a child
focused lens when reporting
on issues

Through the various
activities targeted at different
audiences UNICEF hopes to
stimulate an on going
dialogue among people and
motivate them to think about
children s rights everyday
every year
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