I’m very nervous coming up here in front of all of you today. I didn’t expect to see so many adults in suits, I’m going to try and impress you and say hello to you in different languages from different corners of the earth. Maybe if you can understand me you can reply or at least give me a wave!

Hello! How are you?? Bonjour? Ca va? (French) Guten Tag! Wie geht es dir? (Vee Gate es deer)? (German) Hola! Cómo está usted? (koh-moh ay-stah oo-sted)(Spanish) Now for a few more interesting ones, please excuse my pronunciation. Ni hao, ni hao ma? (ah so we have somebody from China out there) Assalaam Alaikum (my attempt at Arabic!) tenhanacchu (anyone from Ethiopia?) agus Dia dhuit gach duine, conas ata tu? Our own national language, Irish.

I think it’s time I introduced myself. My name is Dominique Twomey. And while I am standing here, speaking, I would like you to be conscious that I am speaking on behalf of the children of Ireland as the host country of this conference and also the children of Europe. I would like to say that in preparation, I made the effort to ask my peers, and the students at my school for their input. So while I might be the lone speaker, it is more than just one voice. I also want to speak today in solidarity with children all over the world who are directly or indirectly affected by HIV and AIDS, and I hope that my words and presentation ‘as a fellow child’ do them justice.

As I understand it, there are people here from different corners of the earth, from the north and the south, from big continents and tiny islands. I have been so honoured to have had the chance to speak with some of you. It’s so cool to be able to meet someone from a country that I only know from Google earth or geography class.

We may have different religions, eat different food, wear different clothing, live in countries where different types of governments exist … Basically, there are lots of differences between us, but I want to remind us all of a simple fact, and that fact is that in this conference room, and throughout this global forum, we all have one thing in common, the thing that brings us all here together, both North and South, both male and female, both young and old is the desire to do something, to discuss the problems that face the children in our world and to come up with solutions to fix these problems. I thank you sincerely for all the effort you have made and are putting in for children, I will steal the words of the great Gandhi and ask you to continue in your efforts to “Be the change you want to see in the World”.

Now bear with me for this next part, it will all make sense in a minute

As I said, my name is Dominique Twomey. My parents gave me this name. I was born in a place called the ‘Seychelles’ in 1991.  I lived there until I was 3 and then my family made the move to live in the West of Ireland. I now live near the picturesque village of Kinvara.
I live in a small house built by my grandfather and father. I used to share bunk beds with my sister Camille and my brother Sean.

This is my Granny Una. She’s 92…still flying around the place, in great health. She’s always encouraging me to do the best that I can and is proud of me, no matter what I do. 

Actually, the whole family is in good health. That’s probably down to my mum, Matilda, she’s the best cook in the world and she always makes sure our stomachs are full of good wholesome food. 

My father is a keen gardener and in the summer, we get to eat all our own produce , not to mention the chickens, which provide us with fresh eggs every day. My dad is the local postman and my mum is a community worker, we’re not the richest, we’re not spoilt, but things are great, we’re not stuck for cash and we get to go on holidays once a year. 

And looking back, I’m thinking of all the lessons that I have had over my first 16 years of life …there were the tin whistle lessons, and the Irish dancing lessons, and the guitar lessons and the singing lessons and the drama lessons and the art lessons, actually lessons coming out my ears, some I liked and some not so much… But I know my parents made a real effort and often sacrifices to set up opportunities for me to learn new skills and have new experiences.

And now I am in secondary school, a brilliant one at that, Gort Community school, County Galway where my teachers are always urging me on and helping me to do my best, and teaching me everything I will ever need to know and some things I don’t like how to change complex numbers to their polar forms. I even got a summer job to earn myself some extra cash to fund my shopping trips. Actually, here’s something I bought earlier. and hopefully for the bit when all my ramblings will make sense.

This scarf represents my life. If you can imagine it as the personal *1989 to 2008 CONVENTION SCARF FOR the Rights of the CHILD. That child being me!

Here at the start of my scarf is my right to a name and a nationality. And here is my right to a home and a family. Here is my right to health and this here is my right to education. This piece is my right to think and believe what I want, and this is my right to participate, to be seen and heard.

Here I am now, with the support of my parents, my teachers, my friends, and I’m right here, surrounded by all you in suits and this scarf symbolizes the rights that have been secured in my life and how they are often interrelated. How one supports the other, and one right develops from another, one overlaps another. Like the colours in this scarf they all add up to my life and these rights have been such a natural part of my life for so long that I didn’t even notice they were there. I took it for granted that these rights were the framework of my life, essentially a happy and a healthy one.

But what about Simaneh. Five years ago everything was great; he lived with his parents and sister. His father was a carpenter and he helped his mother around the house, collecting water and cooking. He was in Grade 2 and liked school. He went every day. But Simaneh’s father got sick and died, we know it was from an AIDS related illness but his family could not afford to bring the father to the doctor. He missed his father and soon enough his mother got sick too. And then it was just Simaneh and his sister, their parents both dead, they had nowhere to live, and nothing to eat, and they could not go to school anymore either. Simaneh’s sister became a domestic servant so she could feed herself. Simaneh had to live on the streets; he managed to eat leftover food from the hotels and slept where he could. Simaneh became a shoe shiner; he works twelve hours a day but he is saving up money so he can go back to school. Simaneh wants to be a doctor when he grows up. 

So this is my lovely scarf but what happens if I pull this string here? Everything begins to unravel, without human rights, what are we left with? If I don’t have the right to a home and family than I must sleep on the street. If I don’t have the right to food, than I must work. If I work than where is my right to education? If I don’t have the right to medical care than what do I do when I get sick, with no work I am left with nothing to eat. This one thread is holding everything together and without it? We are left with nothing.

Last year I took part in a competition, which changed my life, called ‘The Young Social Innovator’, basically it is about firing passion in young people to help change the world.The year before last a group of transition year students in my school did their project on Fighting the Stigma and Discrimination Surrounding HIV and AIDS. They worked together raising awareness about HIV and AIDS throughout the community and the school through many ways, one way was CAP (the Community Arts Project) in which they made a mural and celebrated World Aids Day. It is the Young Social Innovator that enables students to do this, encourages them too and it is through projects like these that changes are made.

My class did a project on the Declaration of Human Rights and a UN doctrine called R2P. I don’t know if many of you out there know what this means but R2P stands for the Responsibility to Protect and I believe that it is related to what we are talking about today. It IS our responsibility to try our very best to stop HIV and AIDS, to PROTECT these children.

What I am trying to say is if we can make sure every child gets his and her rights, then we have a solution to the world’s major problems, we can stop HIV and AIDS from tearing apart these lives. But maybe, I’m just a teenager, all idealistic and bubblegum and mood swings. Maybe you’d be right, but I and my classmates last year studied the CHILD RIGHTS CONVENTION and ARTICLE 4 is a very interesting one. I’m sure you know it well… This article states that “Parties shall undertake all appropriate legislative, administrative, and other measures for the implementation of the rights recognized in the present Convention…” 
Maybe Mr. Cowen and Mr. Power, we could discuss this later, but I think that this article may suggest that Ireland for example has a responsibility under the Child Rights Convention to ensure that ALL available resources provided through international cooperation puts the best interests of the child first. I’m so proud that Irish Aid and my government agreed to host this forum, and I will be even more proud if the Irish Government confirms during this week that they will be meeting their 0.7% aid commitment. (This despite the present economic crunch ). And that Irish government policy and programmes adopt not just human rights but a child rights based approach, as the principal ‘starting point’. The countries that Ireland works in partnership with, must be actively encouraged and supported to use any funding received for the best interests of children FIRST. I imagine that a simple check could be to preview military budget spending and to compare with funding for securing the basic rights of children. Another way of putting this would be that all Irish aid has to be child’s rights proofed. And here I have to be a little undiplomatic: could the same go for all donor countries and UNICEF! Could anything be done to ensure a child’s right to education is secured even in the event of say the World Bank and IMF clawing back on such aid by some of their measures?

In a few years time, I’ll be an adult. I hope to be wearing ‘smart suits’ like you, and swapping my rucksack for a brief case, but if the world I’m part of is one where children’s rights exist as just another pretty expression, as an ‘ideal’ or something that just a few committed people are ‘working on’…then all this will just have been a cynical exercise and the children at the front line of communities affected and infected by HIV and AIDS, how will they feel? But then again.. who will ask them?

I hold in front of you an egg. Have you ever stopped to wonder exactly how amazing, how extraordinary, how beautiful an egg is? This egg contains every single nutrient that is needed for the baby chick, it’s all in there, packed into this little egg is the potential for life, all the ingredients, everything needed to nurture the baby, but, this egg must be carefully looked after because it is fragile. 

And this egg is exactly like the world. (Egg drops and breaks) The earth has been split, unfairly, its top heavy, The North is almost smothering the South. But this egg has enough food, enough resources to care for everyone. It’s time that this egg was put back together. 

When the students of Gort Community School heard that I was getting the chance to come here today and speak on their behalf, they were, to put it lightly, very excited, all week I have had students come up to me in the hall and ask me what I was doing in Dublin, and each one of them was genuinely interested and offering suggestions on what I could say. They have been working hard all week and have made 720 gifts, because 720 children are infected by HIV and AIDS everyday whilst another 720 die each day from an AIDS related illness.

(Hold up gift) What you see is an egg and inside there is a little symbolic boy or girl made from colourful pipe cleaners. At the bottom, each student has signed their egg. Each one is unique and different.  This little pipe cleaner child

is a symbol, she symbolizes the children affected by HIV and AIDS and I am going to give one to the leader of my country, Mr. Cowen. This one was made by Mark Madden in first year. I hope you will take care of this fragile but symbolic gift.

And I also need ALL of you to do me a favor, I am representing my country…I need you to represent the children of yours. I invite you to make sure the leader of your country gets one of these little handcrafted eggs. I am asking the leaders of our world to place this gift on their office desk (hold up egg with little child) 

She is a beautiful, small little thing, and she is in this precious egg, this fragile egg, and every time you or the leader of your state makes a decision for your country I want them to take a look at her or him … if the decision is difficult, to pick up this little egg carefully and hold it in the palm of your hand.. Don’t underestimate your power to ‘be the change in the world’ that children affected or infected by HIV and AIDS need and deserve.

The next time, you or your head of state has a decision to make around that nasty R word…the R for Recession, I want you to take a breath and whisper the R for The RIGHTS of Children, for the RESPECT for life, for the REVERENCE that we should treat our most vulnerable with.

Please take this gift, keep in mind how decisions ‘that you make affect the children and know that at least in Gort Community School you have over 1000 people who will back that decision and support your courage.

After this meeting I need you to come and get your gift, and keep it safe, there are children affected by HIV and AIDS all over the world, and they need somebody to listen and to speak out for them, that someone is you.

On my school crest is our motto - ‘Ni neart go cur le cheile’, which is Irish for, ‘more power when we are together’. The North and the South must work together, and we can win this fight, and we will, if we work together. Last year my class and I wrote a song, using these words, and I need you to remember them. So I am asking you to sing, I will show you how and then I want you to and I’m sure Ms. Annie Lennox will give me a hand ‘Ni neart go cur le cheile, more power when we are together’

