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Dear Friends and Colleagues,  

We are all gathered here for a very special day, for a very special event,  

On 11 December 2008, the United Nations General Assembly made history when it 

adopted a resolution on Strengthening of the Coordination of Humanitarian Assistance of the 

United Nations. This resolution designated 19 August as World Humanitarian Day. Today we 

are all gathered here to celebrate this unique event. The resolution gives, for the first time, 

special recognition to all humanitarian and United Nations and associated personnel who 

have worked to promote the humanitarian cause and those who have lost their lives in the 

course of duty. It urges all Member States and entities of the United Nations, as well as other 

international organizations and nongovernmental organizations to observe it annually in an 

appropriate way.  

Six years ago, on 19 August 2003, the United Nations Office in Iraq was bombed and 

22 people lost their lives. Among them was Sérgio Vieira de Mello, at that time the UN High 

Commissioner for Human Rights and the special representative of the Secretary-General to 

Iraq. Nadia Younes Omar, our colleague from WHO who was on loan to the UN and had 

dedicated over 30 years of her life to serving humanity, was also tragically killed. Our own 

Dr Jama and Dr Omar Mekky from the Iraq office were both seriously injured in that 

devastating incident.   
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It is since then that security measures have been stepped up in the UN buildings all 

over the world. While there have been many other tragic incidents involving humanitarian 

personnel, the General Assembly decided to use the anniversary of this incident as World 

Humanitarian Day. 

Perhaps this was a targeted attack on the UN.The blast was caused by a suicide 

bomber driving a truck bomb. There is speculation that Sérgio Vieira de Mello may have 

been specifically targeted in the blast due to the proximity of the explosion to his office. The 

UN building may have been chosen due to its limited security. Another motive to the 

bombing could have been the UN imposed sanctions on Iraq. The OCHA Humanitarian 

Information Centre for Iraq was located directly beneath Vieira de Mello’s office and 

suffered a direct hit. Of the eight staff and one visitor in the office at the time, seven were 

killed instantly, but Sergio Vieira de Mello and Gil Loescher were critically wounded and 

trapped in debris under the collapsed portion of the building. Two men crawled between the 

debris and spent the next three hours trying to extricate the two survivors without benefit of 

any rescue equipment. Loescher was rescued after having his crushed legs amputated by 

soldiers, but Vieira de Mello died shortly before he could be removed from the wreckage.  

The challenges faced by millions of people around the world remain formidable, and 

the need for effective humanitarian action is greater than ever. The humanitarian 

community’s ability to respond to crises has improved beyond all recognition in the past 20 

years. 

Today we remember. The whole world, through our combined efforts, remembers all 

those who have died in action. We all know that in the field, the risks are many… As the 

United Nations family, we have lost many members who have died trying to better the lives 

of others. For them and for all those thousands of victims who have died needlessly due to 

disasters - both natural and man made, I ask you all to stand and observe a moment of silence 

in remembrance. 

  Thank you. 


