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Distinguished participants, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

I am very encouraged to se so many committed participants from our region assembled here today. 

Indeed, the number of participants at this conference is beyond our expectations. This raises the expectations on the conference itself. As your hosts on this occasion, we will do our best to fulfil them. 

The subject of this conference is the fate of unaccompanied children. At the heart of the issue are the children themselves. Young girls and boys that cross borders in our region, abandoned by their parents. They fall prey to ruthless adults who are profiteering on their suffering by trafficking or smuggling them from one country to another. They are deprived of their identity documents, and thereby the child’s absolute right to his or her identity. They are exploited for labour, or trade to be raped in prostitution. 

* * *

The number of children crossing our borders without known parents or caretakers has increased in resent years. But is not a new phenomenon.

Migration is as old as human kind. People move to seek better opportunities and challenges or to rejoin family or friends. Others move from danger, conflicts or poverty.

The Swedish Government is committed to provide protection to those in need. But we are aware that the asylum system today is also the focus of smugglers and the vehicle for the dreams of many migrants for a better life.

It is therefore necessary to address the entire migration chain. It begins with promoting peace, the respect for human rights and democratic principles. It entails the promotion of sustainable economic development in the countries of origin. Many of these measures are long-term in nature, but some can more immediately have an effect on the propensity of people and individuals to stay or to go. 

A feature of migration today, is that our countries are affected both as host countries, as well as countries of origin or transit. We meet here as neighbours. We share a determination: we must not fail these children. 

As neighbours, we know that the failure of one of us, is the failure of all of us. We hope that through the exchange of experiences and best practices at this conference, and not least through enhanced regional co-operation, we will be able to turn the successes of some of us, into our common success. 

* * *

Children cross our borders for several reasons: Some run away from unbearable living conditions or different kinds of exploitation. Some cross borders voluntarily and on their own, some are sent by their parents. Many are forced, coerced or deceived with promises of a brighter future in another country. 

Some are victims of trafficking in human beings. This trade is a gross violation of human dignity. 

Last week, the Swedish film director Lukas Moodysson, was awarded for his eye-opening film “Lilja 4ever”. Lukas Moodysson has made a film about the unbearable reality of trafficking. When he received his award, he strongly urged for action. In his spirit, I would like this gathering not to become just another conference, but the beginning of our common fight against trafficking. Trafficking is a disgrace to our societies. It is slavery in our times. 

The fight against trafficking in human beings is a priority for the Swedish Government. We about to adopt a Global Strategy on combating trafficking in human beings. The strategy includes a combination of preventive measures including development c-operation, and support to the victims. 

In addition, Sweden is taking measures to be able to ratify the UN protocol against trafficking in human beings, and in order to incorporate the EU framework decision on the same issue. 

* * *

Border management is an important government responsibility in our region. Migration needs regulation. But controls alone will not be sufficient. In fact, I believe that we are fairly well prepared when it comes to border management. The challenge is to strike a balance between control measures and prevention. 

As a part of our development co-operation, Sweden supports a range of activities in the asylum- and migration sphere in the Central and Eastern Europe. The support is often channelled through international organisations such as the International Organisation on Migration, the UNICEF and ESCAP. Sometimes our support is channelled directly to organisations like Women to Women, Womens' Forum and Save the Children. 
But development co-operation is not the answer either. To care for this children is is ultimately a matter of responsibility. The duty to shape a child friendly environment rests with all of us. 

At national level, what has to be done is more or less self-evident. But when it comes to cross border co-operation, we know too little, and too little has been done. 

* * *

The situation is now so serious that it has engaged our Heads of Governments. The issue of unaccompanied children was addressed at the summit of the Baltic Sea Region in St. Petersburg last June. The conclusions of the meeting emphasize the need for firm action. 

It is now up to us to respond to the challenge posed by our national leaders. Action in the region must involve many sectors of our societies. Social welfare systems as well as the legislative systems need adoptation. All actors need to gather more information and upgrade their knowledge. 

In Sweden, as in some other countries, there is a strong tradition of the civil society being deeply involved in assisting children in difficult circumstances. In other countries, this is not the case. I believe that interministerial and interagency co-operation would benefit from having closer co-operation with the NGO-sector. 

One important initiative is the Separated Children in Europe programme, a joint project between Save the Children and the UNHCR. Tomorrow morning, the Chair of the Save the Children in Sweden, Annika Åhnberg, a former Swedish Minister, will further elaborate on possibilities for enhanced cross-border interaction between the public sector and the civil society in our neighbourhood.  

In our cross-border co-operation, we need more of informal networks, as well as formalised partnerships. We need co-operation between different actors. Co-ordination between different donors must be encouraged.  

* * *

This conference is the first in its kind to embrace all aspects of the situation of children without parental care crossing borders in our neighbourhood. But one swallow does not make the spring. This work has only just started.

It is vital to make sure that the process set in motion by this conference continues. 

What should this conference lead to? I believe that in order to be able to move forward, we need a firm commitment from the participating governments to enhance bilateral co-operation to solve individual cases of unaccompanied children, as well as to work multilaterally in promoting the issue in the region. 

For instance, we have to agree never to send an unaccompanied child back to its country of origin, without having made certain that there is someone there to care for the child.

At this conference, we would like to invite all participating Governments to elaborate of a Plan of Action Regarding Unaccompanied Children within and from our Region.

Such an Action Plan would demonstrate our bilateral and multilateral commitment to meet the needs of these young persons and provides a common basis for further joint action against trafficking and other forms of exploitation. 

The Action Plan could include a recommendation to all countries in the neighbourhood to establish a specific contact point. The contact point would co-ordinate national resources for unaccompanied children, propose seminars on competence building and organise other follow-up activities. 

I believe that the process might need a regional focal point to initiate and monitor the activities we have agreed upon, and to organise follow-up activities. The Children's Unit of the Secretariat of the Council of the Baltic Sea States is ready to assume such a responsibility. Sweden is preparared to play a pro-active role and also to initially assist the Secretariat. Secondment of staff and financial contributions are needed and we hope other countries will join us in providing such support.

The follow up process should include governments, the private sector as well as relevant NGOs in the region. If in due time found appropriate, another large-scale high level meeting could be a follow up to this meeting. 

* * *

This conference has the potential of becoming a break-through for enhanced cross-border co-operation on the issue of unaccompanied children. 

Today, gather at this conference, the choice is ours. We can choose to accept the ways things are, to look away. We can choose to let the magnitude of our task overwhelm or discourage us. 

But we can also decide to act. It’s a matter of acknowledging bitter reality of our failure to provide protection for the most vulnerable members of our societies, our children. It’s a matter of deciding that we have failed these children long enough.

Thank you.
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