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Fragile and Uneven Development Gains 
 
Less than three weeks ago, world leaders met in New York to assess progress towards meeting the 
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) by 2015.  Two-thirds of the time to reach the goals has now 
passed, and the diagnosis of where we are is mixed.  Participants welcomed the considerable progress 
made since 2000, but they also acknowledged remaining challenges, not least that of large and widening 
disparities between and within countries.  
 
The number of people living under the international poverty line has dropped by nearly 17 percent 
between 1990 and 2005.  Child deaths have been cut by a third between 1990 and 2009.  The net 
enrollment ratio for primary school gained five percentage points between 1999 and 2007.   
 
But earlier progress is at risk of being eroded and further progress hampered, by the lasting effects of the 
global economic and financial crisis.  The crisis is predicted to leave an additional 50 million people in 
extreme poverty in 2009 and some 64 million by the end of 2010.  Children will be particularly affected 
by these negative impacts.  In Ghana for instance, it is estimated that child poverty will increase by six 
percentage points over the period 2009 and 2011, in comparison with the year preceding the crisis1.  Such 
post-crisis deviations in MDG progress from pre-crisis trends are expected to persist for at least a decade 
if we don’t do anything about it2. 
 
Progress is also accompanied by large and widening disparities between and within countries.  In many 
countries where the under-five mortality rate has declined, disparities between household wealth quintiles 
have often increased.  In 18 of 26 developing countries with a decline in under-five mortality of 10 
percent or more between 1990 and 2008, inequality in under-five mortality between the poorest 20% and 
the richest 20% of households either increased or stayed the same.  In 10 of these 18 countries, inequality 
in under-five mortality increased by 10 percent or more3.  
 
In short, common efforts to fight poverty over the past decade paid off.  But many remained mired in 
poverty or became further marginalized along the way.  In the five years to come, those marginalized and 
most disadvantaged – including those suffering from or coming out of conflict – should be our priority. 
 
 
 

                                                 
1 Cockburn, J., I. Fofana and L. Tiberti. 2010. “Simulating the Impact of the Global Economic Crisis and Policy 

Responses on Children in West and Central Africa”, Innocenti Working Paper No. 2010-01, UNICEF. 
2 World Bank and IMF. 2010. Global Monitoring Report: The MDGs after the Crisis. Washington, D.C.: The World 

Bank. 
3 UNICEF. 2010. Progress for Children: Achieving the MDGs with Equity. New York: UNICEF. 
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The Benefits of Narrowing Disparities 
 
UNICEF welcomes the world leaders’ commitments to accelerate progress on women’s and children’s 
health – through the G-8 Muskoka Initiative for Maternal, Newborn and Child Health and the September 
2010 UN Secretary-General’s Global Strategy for Women and Children’s Health.  
 
These resources should be spent to reach the poorest and most marginalized populations.  Not only 
because it is the right thing to do but also because it is the most practical and cost-effective way to prevent 
millions of maternal and child deaths by the 2015 deadline.  Indeed, $1 million spent helping children in 
the most remote, disadvantaged areas of poor countries would prevent 60 percent more deaths than 
through a business-as-usual approach4.   
 
This is because, while the task is daunting and additional costs are involved, we know cost-effective 
interventions.  For the hundreds of thousands of women dying during pregnancy and in childbirth each 
year, we know simple preventive interventions in the ante-natal and peri-natal care.  For the 850,000 
children dying from malaria each year, we know that using insecticide-treated mosquito nets would 
reduce their deaths by more than half.  We know that remote communities are excluded from mainstream 
services by distance, cost, or simply disregard.  Developing community-based care may be the most 
propitious way to improve health, combat disease and under-nutrition in the short- to medium-term.  
 
Equity should be a key principle guiding policy making and policy reform.  Yet, the poorest and most 
marginalized are often forgotten when national development plans are adopted and resources allocated.  
Disaggregating national data to identify these groups is fundamental to designing equitable solutions.  
Analyzing ex-ante the distributional impacts of public policies and development interventions is critical to 
informing equitable decision-making.  UNICEF is partnering with the World Bank to develop impact 
evaluation tools that consider the poorest and most vulnerable.  
 
Recovery for All – A Call for Expanding Social Protection 
 
According to the UN and the World Bank, the global economic and financial crisis led to unemployment, 
rising food and commodity prices, and persistent inequalities which in turn contributed to a rise in hunger, 
poverty and associated social tensions.  A recovery for all is necessary to establish the basis for a more 
secure, prosperous and equitable world, with a view to prioritizing those most affected, the majority of 
which are poor and marginalized children and women5.   
 
There is encouraging evidence that many countries have protected or increased social spending in 2008-
2009, in their fiscal stimulus plans.  Yet, recent developments indicate that many developing countries are 
now phasing out fiscal stimulus and consolidating public expenditures, considering removing food 
subsidies, capping or cutting wage bills, and rationalizing or reforming social services.  This calls for 
vigilance, particularly at a time when recovery is fragile and uneven.  In the past, governments have learnt 
the hard way that the short-term gains of cutting social spending can be outdone by the long-term losses 
in human and economic development.  Despite incipient signs of economic turnaround, the need for 
public support for children and their families remains great.  
 
Crises often oblige policy-makers to rethink development models.  The 1929 Financial Crash led to a 
New Deal in which forms of social protection were used as a powerful tool to raise living standards and 

                                                 
4 UNICEF, 2010. Narrowing the Gaps to Meet the Goals. Special Report, 7 September. New York: UNICEF.  

5 UNICEF, 2010. A Recovery for All: A Call for Collaborative Action. New York: UNICEF. 
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domestic demand in many countries.  Likewise, the current crisis offers a historical opportunity to rethink 
the relationship between growth, public intervention and social protection.   
 
Some are seizing the opportunity.  In parts of Asia, Latin America and other developing regions, policy-
makers are increasingly shifting away from export-led growth approaches alone towards expanding 
internal markets, raising domestic demand, and working towards more inclusive employment-intensive 
recovery strategies which emphasize the need to raise living standards and improve underdeveloped 
social protection systems.  But according to the ILO, 80 percent of the world population remains without 
social protection.  This is why governments, civil society and international organizations – including 
UNICEF – are engaged in the Social Protection Floor Initiative, as called for in the MDG Summit 
Outcome Document6.   
 
Countries that succeed in building a stronger social protection system in the current recovery period will 
be in a better position to achieve faster and more equitable results along the Millennium Development 
Agenda.  Social protection interventions directly reduce income poverty and hunger (MDG 1).  They also 
enable people in poverty to eat more nutritious diets, to access education (MDGs 2 and 3), and to improve 
utilization of health services (MDGs 4, 5 and 6).  Crucially, well-designed social protection can help to 
achieve greater equity by channelling resources and expanding access to services for vulnerable 
populations who have been excluded from progress.  From all perspectives – whether human rights, 
economic development, or political stability – enhanced social protection is good policy. 
 
The road is short to 2015.  But we have a better chance to reaching the MDGs if our redoubled efforts 
focus on those who need help the most.  Choosing this path today will have long term implications, well 
beyond 2015.  For tomorrow’s children we have no choice but to get it right today.  
 

                                                 
6 United Nations, 2010. Keeping the Promise: United to Achieve the Millennium Development Goals. A/65/L.1. 

New York: United Nations.  


