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Excellencies; Distinguished guests; Ladies and Gentlemen: 

 

I am honoured and delighted to have been invited to address this Conference on Development 

Policy Options in Myanmar, with special reference to Education and Health.   

 

On behalf of Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon, I thank the Ministry of National Planning and 

Economic Development and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Myanmar for their role in 

organizing this event and for enabling my participation.  I also thank UNDP Assistant Secretary-

General and Chair of the UN Development Group for Asia-Pacific, Mr Ajay Chhibber, and 

United Nations Resident and Humanitarian Coordinator in Myanmar, Mr Ashok Nigam, and his 

team, for bringing this conference to reality in coordination with Government and other partners.   

 

I am particularly honoured to inaugurate this event in the company of His Excellency Dr. Sai 

Mauk Kham, Vice-President of the Republic of the Union of Myanmar, and His Excellency U 

Soe Thein, Union Minister for Industry. Allow me also to acknowledge the presence of many 

distinguished participants, including Professors Joseph Stiglitz and Ronald Findlay of Columbia 

University.         

 

Excellencies, Dear Friends,  

 

This conference is very timely.    

 

We meet almost exactly one year after the launch of broad-ranging reforms by the Government 

of Myanmar under the leadership of President Thein Sein. 

 

Your deliberations take place at the same time that Parliament – for the first time – is debating 

the national budget cycle.   

 

And we gather roughly four months ahead of the Rio+20 United Nations Conference on 

Sustainable Development, and less than four years from the 2015 deadline for achieving the 

Millennium Development Goals.   

 

Last month, Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon set out an “action agenda” for his second term – a 

blueprint for progress on five global imperatives. 
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First: Sustainable development.  

 

Second: Preventing conflicts and disasters, human rights abuses and development setbacks. 

 

Third: Building a safer and more secure world.  

 

Fourth: Supporting nations in transition.   

 

And Fifth:  Working with and for the world’s women and young people.      

 

These are compelling, generational opportunities.  And this conference can help us make the 

most of them, here in Myanmar and in the wider region and world. 

 

This is a time of dramatic change, but also one of widespread economic uncertainty and social 

inequities. The world’s population has reached 7 billion. In just five years, we will add another 

half billion people – all needing food, jobs, security and opportunity.  

 

Where will Myanmar fit in this picture? 

 

What are the chances that a child born in Myanmar today will not be from a family experiencing 

extreme poverty? 

 

What are the chances of her surviving her infancy and growing into a healthy teenager? 

 

Will she get an adequate education to join the workforce and go out into the wider world? 

 

Will Myanmar be able to provide the health and education its millions of citizens need to build 

up the country’s capacity to contribute to the regional and global economy? 

 

.The answers to these questions may depend in a critical way on the policy options you will 

discuss here at this conference. In Myanmar, as elsewhere today, people are much more aware of 

the changes taking place in our globalized world than anytime in the past. This has vastly 

increased popular expectations and aspirations.  But the ability of governments to fashion 

policies and outcomes to match these expectations has not increased as fast 

 

Countries in transition – moving towards democracy, reconciliation and prosperity – are home to 

one-and-a-half billion people. Many are seriously off-track in their efforts to achieve the MDGs. 

Others, including Myanmar, are showing more promising trends, according to national 

government reporting. 

 

Of the MDGs most directly relevant to this conference, Myanmar is on track and very likely to 

achieve Goal 2, universal primary education. 

 

If some changes are made, it is possible for Myanmar to reduce child mortality and combat 

HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases, Goals 4 and 6. 
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More is required, however, for Myanmar to get on track to improve maternal health, Goal 5.      

 

This tells us that progress is possible -- but also, that much more needs to be done. 

 

Health and education are vital to human fulfilment and dignity. They are crucial for fuelling 

innovation and growth. Investing in people is therefore not an option – it is a precondition for 

any Government to deliver on society’s needs and to compete in today’s economy.  

 

Many countries in the region, including Myanmar, are facing a youth bulge. If well managed, 

investing in youth can yield great dividends for building a sound political and economic system. 

The youth of Myanmar are not only the first beneficiaries of the current transition – they must be 

its engine. But if action to meet their needs and aspirations is not taken urgently, prospects for 

social peace and economic prosperity may suffer.  

 

Development is not sustainable unless it is equitable. In Myanmar, this entails equal access for 

all peoples in both central and border regions. Investment in development is also the best 

prevention against social strife. Both state and society therefore have a stake in improving living 

standards as necessary conditions for the country’s unity and progress. 

 

One year ago, President Thein Sein made a clear call for improving Myanmar’s health sector, 

including public, private and rural health care services, in cooperation with the United Nations.   

This conference can propose policy options that will answer this call.    

 

Also one year ago, President Thein Sein made a bold call for strengthening the nation’s human 

resources and ensuring that Myanmar’s education standards meet international standards, again 

working together with the UN.  Here, too, this conference can propose policy options that will 

give young people opportunities for employment, entrepreneurship, political participation, 

human rights, education and reproductive health.  

 

This is your challenge; this is your responsibility during the three days of deliberations that now 

begin. 

 

Excellencies, Dear Friends,  

 

The UN’s commitment to Myanmar is firm.  The Secretary-General visited twice during his first 

term and is hoping to do so again shortly. He has welcomed President Thein Sein’s vision for 

Myanmar to “catch up with the changing world”. The entire Organization stands ready to help 

enable this vision to succeed. Our Country Team, meanwhile, will redouble its efforts to support 

the Government in bettering the lives of the population – every day and across the country.  

 

Since the launch of the reform agenda, we have seen progress in various areas. The challenges 

ahead are many and complex.  The reform agenda might be ambitious, but it is achievable.  

Three forces can make all the difference. 
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First, the power of participation. 

 

The convening of this conference indicates the direction in which Myanmar must continue to go.  

It shows that it is possible now for a wide cross-section of Myanmar’s stakeholders – including 

business, academia, research, government, civil society and private citizens – to create an 

inclusive and participatory platform around which issues of national concern can be discussed 

openly.   

 

An engaged society can help the Government improve policy-making, reflect the people’s 

legitimate interests and – as the President has noted – help “guarantee fundamental rights of 

citizens” in the process. 

 

Second, the power of partnership. 

 

Across the world, Governments have learned that they cannot do the job alone.  They have 

learned to broaden their base, harness the contributions of the private sector, civil society and 

academia, and deliver results for their people.  There is no reason why Myanmar cannot do the 

same.  

 

UN initiatives such as Every Woman Every Child, Scale Up Nutrition, Sustainable Energy for 

All, and the Global Compact, as well as the work of the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, 

Tuberculosis and Malaria, show that it is possible to multiply national efforts in a way that would 

not be achievable without such partnerships. Combining the UN’s convening authority and 

technical resources with the various strengths of government, business and civil society, can be a 

formidable force for good.   .    

 

Third, the power of solidarity.   

 

Countries in transition look to the United Nations to help consolidate freedoms and opportunity.  

The Organization has vast experience in key areas such as peace-building, rule of law, electoral 

assistance, anti-corruption and democratic practices.  This is the time for Myanmar to make use 

of the UN’s unique services – from facilitation and technical assistance to capacity-building and 

policy advice – in the political, humanitarian and development spheres.  

 

Solidarity also depends on resources.  Without funding, Governments cannot deliver. While 

budgets are tight, the current economic crisis is no excuse for inaction. Better national budget 

allocations and coordinated donor support can make a significant difference.   

 

The Government’s new budget plan to reorient and increase spending to health and education is 

both necessary and welcome. No Government can afford to shy away from such responsibilities.  

The budgetary priorities and allocations made by the Government and Parliament will be an 

early test of Myanmar’s commitment to reform.      

 

The Secretary-General, for his part, recently called again on the international community to 

respond to the important developments in Myanmar by helping to build conditions for sustaining 

the reform process and bettering the lives of its peoples. We need to do so more robustly than 
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ever before. As the country builds on the steps taken so far, Myanmar should not be denied any 

longer the support and opportunity to serve its people better and build the economic conditions 

for durable peace and stability.  

 

Excellencies, Dear Friends,   

 

This conference signals a desire to maximize the benefits of a collective yet varied approach to 

issues of national importance. It is about Myanmar’s stakeholders stepping up and leading by 

action to improve the country’s prospects. It is about listening to the people, building trust and 

delivering tangible, meaningful reforms.   

 

Sustainability is politically feasible, economically beneficial, socially viable and environmentally 

necessary. But in Myanmar as elsewhere, there is no time to waste.  

 

The United Nations will continue to work with all of you towards the goals we all share.  

 

We all have a stake in seeing Myanmar succeed.  We all have a stake in the well-being of the 

people of Myanmar, today and tomorrow. 

 

Thank you.  

 


