Pan African Forum on Building Trust for Immunization and child survival with Religious and Traditional leaders.
Panel; Immunization as an instrument for Peace

Ladies and Gentlemen

It is indeed an honor to address this important forum and be among this distinguished panel of experts.

Let me first start with a message from my 9 year old daughter.

One day during the infamous Beslan siege, where hundred of innocent children were killed, I called my daughter. She was frozen in front of the TV and while she couldn’t stop crying said repeatedly Dad why don’t you stop this killing…Why can’t we have peace for children?
And that is why, ladies and gentlemen, I am here. I am here to share with you my experience and my thoughts on how those of us with the potential for bringing peace to children, and creating peace for children, can work together to attain those goals – and how immunization can be more than just a tool for health, how it can also bring communities together.

Back in 1997, during the famine that swept through Bar el Ghazal in southern Sudan, when factional fighting was hindering the delivery of humanitarian assistance, UNICEF and its partners launched the first National Immunization Days for polio in southern Sudan. Many would have said it was an impossible task in lights of the situation; in the midst of one of the longest, most devastating conflicts in modern history, the humanitarian community was talking about immunizing millions of children. But we had a group of advocate and influencers working with us, who provided a solid platform from which to launch this seemingly unfeasible mission; using the power of local elders and church leaders, we not only reached hundreds of thousands of children with the life saving measles, polio vaccines and vitamin A, but also took advantage of the subsequent days of peace to bring food to the starving. For the first time since beginning of a conflict that has ravaged Sudan for nearly five decades, local community leaders negotiated days of peace for immunization.  And this was not a one-off event; I believe the system still holds strong today.

In 1998, having learned from the southern Sudan experience, UNICEF and WHO took a bold step in conducting a nationwide immunization campaign in Somalia. A daring challenge both in logistics as well as in the face of great insecurity in a fragmented society. Thousands of clan elders and local religious leaders from all over the country came together for their children. They negotiated with war-lords, set out the arguments for the importance of the polio campaign, and it was those local leaders – not the politicians or the UN – that succeeded in bringing about a nation-wide security blanket for the immunization programme. Through this initiative, we were able to reach regions that had not been reached by international communities for years. Perhaps more importantly, it was the first time that religious leaders and local commanders had come together to talk about children.

Let me now change continents; to north-east India, 1999. UNICEF faced a number of challenges in creating an agreed confidence on immunization with the Islamic community. While the senior Islamic leaders agreed on the importance of immunization and considered it as religious duty, the community at large was less supportive. It took a concerted effort involving religious leaders from every mosque and every village, focusing not just on the issue of immunization but also broader social concerns, to break the invisible wall of resistance. The case of India was a special one as it was neither religious nor animosity with the vaccinators that stopped people from immunization but for the first time the people had found a platform to express their concern about lack of social justice. The immunization provided an opportunity to the community and the local government to bridge the social gap. 

Let me now talk about Afghanistan, an experience closer in time and very close to my heart. For a number of years religious leaders have successfully created corridors of peace for vaccinators to carry out their task. This, in a country where almost everyday NGOs, UN and government officials are target of attacks. Yet, during the immunization campaigns against tetanus, measles and polio, nearly one million families are visited, door by door, without a single security incident. Such is the power of the religious community as a force for good.
Indeed, it is an unparalleled force. Religious leaders have for generations defined the very fabric of society in Afghanistan. They are not only the voice of their community but are the major influencer of families inside their home. Of course, we have seen both sides of the equation in Afghanistan’s recent history. Just as rain in Afghanistan is known for bringing either the chance of a good harvest, or a destructive flood, so has the power of the religious community brought both good and bad experiences to the people of Afghanistan.
Partly because of the recent, unrepresentative image of the religious community in Afghanistan, efforts have been made since 2002 to channel the positive forces of the imams and mullahs towards the reconstruction process. In late 2002, UNICEF initiated a dialogue with the Ministry of Religious Affairs, leading to the first national gathering of over 100 senior religious leaders from different sects and ethnic backgrounds, coming together to discuss not war but peace; not division but unity; and not exclusion but inclusion. Importantly, that included the right to education for girls and access to health care for women – something that flew in the face of the traditional image of religious leadership in Afghanistan. The outcome of this national gathering was a declaration and Plan of Action through which the religious community committed itself to playing an active role in securing a peaceful future for Afghanistan. A nationwide drive for orientation and training of all religious leaders, across the country, is currently under way. One of the central planks of that sensitization programme will be immunization; because immunization is something that reaches out to every household, it does not discriminate, it strengthens family units, it creates opportunities for future prosperity and development of communities, it creates a focus for social unity, bringing people together with a common aim. What more fitting issue for religious leaders to lend their support to?
Although it is too early to assess the full impact of this mass movement, one can already see the important role played by the religious community on the 9th October election day. It was mainly through local religious leaders that messages on voting and democracy reached every household. It was through their plea for peace and security that the first ever Afghanistan election was conducted without major security incidents. Ordinary people played an important role in mitigating threat and informing government officials of possible attacks. Something unheard of before…

Looking back on these experiences, there are many lessons that one could draw from them. I will limit myself to three major ones in this presentation;

1- The principal of inclusion; prejudice should not be used as to exclude this important community force. Religious leaders are vital partners in promoting children’s rights.
2- There is a need to address the broader issues facing communities and address grievances; Very often these leaders and their communities have been forced to live in islands of neglect where the road to progress has bypassed them. However, to overlook the spiritual and moral respect and the integrity with which communities hold their religious leaders, is a missed opportunity to promote child rights, unity, solidarity and stability.  
3- Last but not least, we have to bring about a revolution similar to the child survival and development revolution of the mid-80’s, when immunization services were put at the disposal of every child no matter where they lived. In the same way, I would urge that we have to equip every single religious and community leader with the tools that enable them to become advocates for unity, tolerance, peace. And if we are seeking a starting point for such a revolution, then the campaign for immunization seems to be an ideal platform.
Ladies and gentlemen, let me conclude by saying that my daughter’s dream of a peaceful world for children is not a fantasy. We have two powerful forces, one the love for children which is not restrained by political and ethnical boundaries; the second is the power of belief, which is close to many hearts. The challenge for us, as humanitarians, is to bring these two powerful forces together to build trust, bridge divisions, and lay the foundations for peace.

