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Remarks to the media at Semipalatinsk Nuclear Test Site by Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon

Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen,

I have just flown over Ground Zero, standing on Ground Zero just two kilometres from the real site of nuclear tests is a very sobering experience for me.

More than 450 nuclear bombs were tested here with a terrible effect on people and nature. They have totally destroyed our environment. Poisoned earth, rivers and lakes, children suffering from cancer, birth defects.

In 1991, soon after the independence of Kazakhstan, President Nazarbayev took extraordinary leadership by closing the Semipalatinsk Nuclear Test Site and banished all nuclear weapons.

It was a visionary step, a true declaration of independence.

Today, this site stands as a symbol of disarmament and hope for the future.

The Treaty on a Nuclear-Weapon-Free Zone in Central Asia was signed here.

Now we have a good reason to believe that the promise of Semipalatinsk - the abolition of nuclear weapons - will become reality.

In just two days from now, President Dimitri Medvedev and President Barack Obama will sign a successor treaty to the START – that is really a fresh START.

Today, President Obama has announced the nuclear posture review, that is an important initiative. To lead by example, the United States would renounce the development of new nuclear weapons.

And for the first time, the United States explicitly committed not to use nuclear weapons against any non-nuclear nations that are in compliance with the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, even if the United States were attacked.

I cannot think of a more fitting even poignant place to hear this news.

All these developments will add significant momentum to the forthcoming Non-Proliferation Treaty Review Conference in the United Nations [Headquarters] in May.

At next week's nuclear security summit, which will be held in Washington, I will urge the leaders of the Russian Federation and the United States, and other nuclear states leaders, to abandon all nuclear weapons.

To realize a world free of nuclear weapons is a top priority of the United Nations and the most ardent aspiration of human beings.

Here today in Semipalatinsk, I call on all nuclear weapons states to follow suit of Kazakhstan.

For inspiration, they can look to Kazakhstan. Kazakhstan has led by example.

You encouraged the United Nations General Assembly to establish August 29 as the International Day Against Nuclear Tests.

And you are working to help people experiencing the adverse effects of nuclear testing.

As Secretary-General, I will spare no efforts to realize, together with the whole international community, a world free of nuclear weapons.

As you may know, on October 24, 2008, I introduced my 5-point plan for nuclear disarmament.

The United Nations is working in Semipalatinsk, to restore the area, to improve the health of the people and to provide an environment for economic growth.

Again, I urge all the leaders of the world, particularly nuclear weapon states, to work together with the United Nations to realize the aspiration and dream of a world free of nuclear weapons.

Thank you very much.
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Thank you, Mr. President, for this honour.

I take this honour with a distinct sense of privilege, knowing that you are honouring the United Nations while honouring me. There is no greater honour than the strong support for the United Nations you have shown today.

Thank you very much, Mr. President.

Let me say few words to the distinguished journalists.

Let me begin by thanking President Nazarbayev and the people of Kazakhstan for the warmth and hospitality they have shown to me and my delegation.

Yesterday, as the President said, I visited the former nuclear test site of Semipalatinsk. For decades it was the epicentre of the Cold War threat to humankind. Today, it is a powerful symbol of hope for the future, of a world free of nuclear weapons.

On this vital issue – one of my top priorities as Secretary-General – Kazakhstan has led by example. It has pioneered the Central Asian Nuclear Weapons Free Zone under the leadership and initiative of President Nazarbayev. Its advocacy for international cooperation on nuclear disarmament and non-proliferation has been critical to recent progress.

I want to thank President Nazarbayev and express my deepest admiration and respect for his visionary leadership, extraordinary leadership, in this great human cause. And I believe we can look forward to next week's summit meeting on nuclear disarmament in Washington, D.C., with heightened optimism and fresh political will. I have encouraged President Nazarbayev that he is the leader with the strongest moral voice, as he has closed down the Semipalatinsk nuclear test site in 1991 under extremely difficult circumstances.

President Nazarbayev and I have just completed very constructive discussions on a range of regional and global issues, including the ongoing cooperation between the UN and Kazakhstan.

As I told the President, Central Asia is central to the world, a key player in addressing the many global challenges facing us. There are many global challenges facing us.

We discussed Kazakhstan's important role in ensuring the peace and stability of this region, including the President's proposals for improving conditions in Afghanistan. And I sincerely appreciate such a great contribution to the people of Afghanistan to help them stabilize the situation there.

In Central Asia, as elsewhere, regional cooperation is key to peaceful growth and development. Dialogue costs little, but it can bring big returns.

We discussed Kazakhstan's Chairmanship of the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) and my forthcoming briefing to the Permanent Council of the OSCE in Vienna. And I thank [Kazakhstan] for arranging such a great opportunity.

This is a milestone, not only for Kazakhstan, because Kazakhstan is going to take great leadership as the first Islamic country to hold such a Chairmanship and the first country from Central Asia. Kazakhstan is the first Central Asian country, the first former Soviet republic, to chair the world's largest regional security organization.

Again, we affirmed the importance of regional cooperation on sustainable economic development, and conflict prevention and resolution, good governance, drug trafficking and counterterrorism.

I thanked President Nazarbayev for his support for the UN Regional Centre for Preventive Diplomacy. With the engagement of all five Central Asian nations, it can become a forum in the search for common solutions to shared problems.

We gave special attention to a matter of utmost importance: the region's management of natural resources, chiefly energy and water. The question is how to use these common resources for common prosperity among the nations, respecting the interests and well-being of all the nations in this region. That is why I am here. We have a collective responsibility, both the international community as well as the region's leaders, to deal with these urgent issues before tensions get worse.

In this context, we discussed the 2009 Summit of the International Fund for Saving the Aral Sea and its follow-up. I also want to thank the President for agreeing to nominate a focal point for regional engagement on these issues. I have asked President Nazarbayev to exercise and demonstrate his leadership in harmoniously resolving this issue as a leader of this region.

I have welcomed the Government's cooperation with the Human Rights Council in Geneva, including its decision to invite the organization's independent experts to visit Kazakhstan.

I further urged the Government to implement the recommendations put forward by Member States during the Universal Periodic Review in February 2010, including the establishment of an independent human rights institution. I am encouraged that President Nazarbayev and his Government are committed to establishing this. A robust and engaged civil society - with full guarantees of free speech and media, and tolerance for ethnic and religious diversity - is a powerful force for modernization.

This morning I was very much encouraged to participate in [a meeting with representatives of the Assembly of the People of Kazakhstan]. This is very dynamic leadership of the diversity of Kazakhstan's society.

Finally, I'd like to invite President Nazarbayev to the summit meeting on the Millennium Development Goals which will be held in September in the United Nations. This will be an opportunity, a very crucially important opportunity, to offer concrete action plans on how, and what leaders of the world, to realize the Millennium Development Goals by 2015. Reducing abject poverty and providing primary education to many children in developing countries and empowering women and providing all necessary assistance to sick people and working to eliminate HIV/AIDS, malaria, tuberculosis – all these are common responsibilities of international leaders.

I emphasized that the UN stands ready to work with President Nazarbayev and his Government, in every way possible.

Mr. President, finally, I thank you sincerely for this symbol of friendship and honour to me. There is a wonderful Kazakh proverb: “The strength of a bird is in its wings; the strength of a man in his friends.” Kazakhstan has a great role as a friend of the community of nations.

You have given the world an inspiring example in the march towards a world free of nuclear weapons. You are working with your neighbours for peace and stability and sustainable development. And you are working with the United Nations to create a modern, prosperous and tolerant and vibrant nation.

Let me state here today the United Nations is with you. Together we can help fulfil the promise of the United Nations Charter for all the people of Kazakhstan.
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H.E. Mr. Kanat Saudabayev, Secretary of State, Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Kazakhstan, Mr. Dederer Alexandr Fedorovich, Chairman of Public Associations of Germans of Kazakhstan, Members of the Assembly of the People of Kazakhstan,

I am honoured to meet you. I have had a tremendous journey through Central Asia. I have seen a region steeped in history -- rich in culture.

Today is the last day of my visit. Shortly I will meet President [Nursultan] Nazarbayev, and I will humbly receive the Order of Dostyk.

Friendship is fundamental for peace, prosperity and security. It is based on the values of respect and tolerance. These are the principles of the United Nations, and they are the principles of the Assembly of the People of Kazakhstan.

I commend President Nazarbayev for establishing this assembly.

Too many countries in the world have been torn apart by ethnic strife. Too many have seen their development held back by discord and suspicion. Distrust among cultures and faiths is still an obstacle to peace and progress in our globalized world. This is why the United Nations established the Alliance of Civilizations – to break down barriers and replace them with bridges built on understanding, respect and trust.

Kazakhstan is a valued contributor to the Alliance of Civilizations. And, at home, you are setting an important example. Kazakhstan has ratified a number of treaties vital to safeguarding the human rights of minorities. These include the Convention on the Rights of the Child, the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination and the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women.

Respecting the rights of children, of women, and of all minorities is at the core of the United Nations Charter. It is a moral obligation. It is also an economic imperative. Discrimination and injustice threaten all our goals for peace, security and sustainable development.

By preserving minority languages and nurturing ethnic cultures and traditions you are laying the foundations for lasting stability. The United Nations is honoured to assist you.

The UN Development Assistance Framework for Kazakhstan is supporting social cohesion among diverse groups and between the Government and the people. It is helping the Government to meet the needs of the most vulnerable: women and children, rural communities, people with disabilities, the elderly and minority cultural groups.

This is how to build an inclusive society – stable, modern, successful.

I am grateful for the opportunity to meet you today, and I look forward to learning about your work and experiences.

Thank you.
