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“LET 2008 BE THE YEAR OF THE BOTTOM BILLION” – UN CHIEF  
By Kanaga Raja, Geneva, 24 January 2008


 

"Let 2008 be the year of the bottom billion," UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon declared Wednesday, in reference to the nearly 1 billion people left behind by global economic growth.

 

The UN chief told a media briefing here that he would use this milestone year to call for the universal ratification of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, as well as the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights.

 

The UN Secretary-General was on a short stop-over in Geneva on his way to the World Economic Forum in Davos.

 

The rights to education, health, the right to be protected from hunger and extreme poverty are among these economic and social rights. "And so I say, let 2008 be the year of the 'bottom billion'," Ban said.

 

Noting that the phrase "bottom billion" was used by some economists to describe the poorest of the world's poor, Ban said that they are the forgotten ones, the nearly 1 billion left behind by global economic growth.

 

He also said that he would be working over the coming year to strengthen the UN's role in development.

 

"We are at the midpoint of a great campaign to end world poverty, set forth in the Millennium Development Goals. Too many nations have fallen behind. But I remain convinced that the MDGs are still achievable if we act now."

 

This, said the UN chief, will require inclusive, sound governance, increased public investment in economic growth, enhanced productive capacity, and the creation of decent work.

 

"We need to find new ways to honour our commitments, the commitments already made in the Millennium Declaration, the 2002 Monterrey Conference on Financing for Development, and the 2005 World Summit."

 

These promises remain to be fulfilled, he stressed, noting that last year he had established the MDG Africa Steering Group. In April, world leaders will gather in Accra, Ghana for the UNCTAD summit on trade and development, and in September, the UN will host a high-level meeting in New York, he added.

 

The goal is to galvanize the world's commitment to the Millennium Development Goals, with special attention to the poorest of the poor, said Ban.

 

Ban also noted the marking this year of the sixtieth anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. "Whether we are talking about peace and security, development, humanitarian action, the struggle against terrorism, climate change, none of these challenges can be addressed in isolation from human rights."

 

In this respect, he said that this year he will create a task force on the global scourge of violence against women and take steps to make operational the responsibility to protect.

 

The Secretary-General also announced the setting up of an independent panel of experts to review the safety and security of UN personnel and premises around the world. Such a panel will address the strategic issues vital to UN staff security.

 

The panel will work for a period of some six weeks and will report to the General Assembly for their consideration of how the measures of safety and security of UN staff and premises can be strengthened.

 

The Secretary-General's announcement comes in the wake of the deaths of UN staff and other victims of the Algiers bombing of 11 December. While in Geneva, the Secretary-General attended a memorial service at the UN here to honour the victims.

 

Asked about the deteriorating situation in Gaza, the Secretary-General said that this is a serious situation and that he had taken his own efforts to address this issue, to help ease the tensions, as well as the humanitarian suffering of the people in Gaza.

 

He had spoken to Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Olmert and urged him strongly to ease the restrictions on crossing and to provide the necessary fuel and supplies so that the people should not suffer any longer. He also urged the parties concerned to resolve all the issues in a peaceful means, through dialogue.

 

While recognizing the security concerns of the Israeli people and government, Ban expressed hope that the Israeli government not take such a collective punishment to the general public. "They are innocent, just civilians who are managing their day-to-day lives and the economic situation has been seriously deteriorating."

 

At the same time, he urged these people to respect the security and safety of Israelis. They should stop immediately firing rockets into Israel.

 

Asked about UN reform, the Secretary-General said that during his first year, he had spent much time and energy to make the organization more trusted by the international community and member states through reforming, by making the organization more efficient, more effective, more transparent and accountable.

 

"This is my motto," he said, adding that the reform will be an ongoing process.

 

As a sign of his commitment, Ban said that in a few days' time, he is going to sign, together with all his senior advisors, a compact in which all the senior advisors will have to identify their priorities.

 

And their performance will be viewed and assessed at the end of their mandate for reappointment or whatever, for promotion, for personnel management purposes, he said.

 

"This will be the first time ever in the United Nations," said the Secretary-General, adding that he will try to make accountability one of the top priorities in his reform process. 
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