Child survival 

The current situation

What is a life worth? Most of us would sacrifice a great deal to save a single child. Yet somehow on a global scale, our priorities appear to have become blurred. Every day, on average, more than 25,000 children under the age of five die mostly from preventable causes. This is unacceptable. All children have rights regardless of who they are or where they live. The world came together in 1989, 20 years ago, to agree the UN Convention of the Rights of the Child. This convention says that children don’t only have the right to basic survival – but they have the right to develop to their very fullest potential. It also means that governments have a duty to ensure children’s rights are respected and fulfilled. So 25,000 children dying every day mean that everyday 25,000 children are not only denied their right to a childhood, to an education or to protection – they are denied their most basic and fundamental right – the right to survive.  
These deaths occur mainly in the developing world. And more than one third of these children die during the first month of life, usually at home and without access to essential health services and basic commodities that might save their lives. 

Let’s just think about that figure again – 25,000, everyday. And to put that into context I’d like you to consider that in absolute numbers, two-thirds of those deaths occur in just 10 countries. Can you think about the impact on those countries – on the communities in those countries – on the families in those communities? 

To put the injustice into an equation consider that an Ethiopian child is nearly 30 times more likely to die by his or her fifth birthday than a child in a Western European country such as France or Germany. And in 2007, in India alone 1.95 million children under five died.  
Examining the causes

The majority of child deaths are attributable to six causes: diarrhoea, malaria, neonatal infection, pneumonia, preterm delivery, or lack of oxygen at birth. Among these, pneumonia and diarrhoea account for the highest child deaths, 19 per cent and 17 per cent respectively. And let’s talk again about inequality and injustice – the two main causes, respiratory or diarrhoeal infections are no longer threats in industrialized countries. 
I have mentioned the six causes and I would now like to explore with you some of the underlying factors. Under-nutrition, which deprives a young child’s body and mind of the nutrients needed for growth and development, is a major underlying factor. Unsafe water, poor sanitation and inadequate hygiene are also massive contributing factors to child mortality. And climate change is adding new insecurities to communities already facing desperate situations.
Let’s investigate these in a bit more detail. 
· Water and sanitation

Water and sanitation have been ignored for too long and by too many. Access to clean water and safe sanitation are fundamental building blocks for development and are essential for child survival. The international community is now starting to take more coordinated action on this issue. The UK Government and the Netherlands launched a global framework for action last year and pressure is being put on other countries to support it. As G8 leaders meet in Italy in the next few days they will discuss an action plan on water. Gordon Brown has the opportunity to be a champion for sanitation and encourage other world leaders to take action on this issue.

· Under-nutrition and food insecurity

Now, let’s talk about food. We are all becoming far more aware of food inequality in the world. While we are facing obesity in the west, parts of the world are starving. Soaring food prices around the world mean that families have to make choices like sending their children to school, getting to a clinic or having a meal a day. The high food price increases of last year meant that many were lucky if they had one meal a day. 

In some areas, like Swaziland, climate change can have a massive impact on food production. Drought, floods or increased natural disasters can mean crops are ruined. And that means communities face massive food shortages. And as often happens when things are bad, children are most severely effected. Babies and children need good nutrition in order to grow and develop healthily. 

· Climate Change
Climate change is real and it is happening now. Climate change can affect communities in lots of different ways – from increased rainfall creating floods, to droughts, to the movement of mosquitoes introducing malaria to areas that have never experienced it before. The Global Humanitarian Forum recently released a report that uncovers some of the human impact of climate change. Already today, hundreds of thousands of lives are lost every year due to climate change. This will rise to roughly half a million in 20 years. And over half a billion people are already at extreme risk to the impacts of climate change, and six in ten people are vulnerable to climate change in a physical and socio-economic sense.

The populations most gravely and immediately at risk live in some of the poorest areas that are also highly prone to climate change. Let’s again talk about in justice. Those who suffer most from climate change have done the least to cause it. Developing countries bear over nine-tenths of the climate change burden: 98 percent of the seriously affected and 99 percent of all deaths from weather-related disasters, along with over 90 percent of the total economic losses. The 50 Least Developed Countries contribute less than 1 percent of global carbon emissions.
What progress has been made? 

In 2006, for the first time in recent history, the total number of annual deaths among children under-five fell below 10 million, to 9.7 million. In 2007, the figure dropped to 9.2 million. However, many countries still have high levels of child mortality, particularly in sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia, and in recent years have made little or no progress in reducing the number of child deaths. 


In 2000 world leaders came together and agreed on eight Millennium Development Goals.  By 2015, the leaders pledged, the world would achieve measurable improvements in the most critical areas of human development. 
The current focus of the development community in relation to child survival is Millennium Development Goal 4 (MDG 4), which aims to reduce the global rate of under-five mortality by two thirds between 1990 and 2015. Since child deaths in 1990 numbered around 13 million in absolute terms, meeting MDG 4 implies that during the next six years the number of child deaths must be cut in half – to fewer than 13,000 child deaths per day, or fewer than 5 million per year.
The enormity of the challenge should not be underestimated. The world will have to reduce the number of child deaths between 2009 and 2015 at a far faster rate than it has managed since 1990. Moreover, the bulk of the efforts must be focused on the most difficult situations and circumstances: in the poorest countries, among the most impoverished, isolated, uneducated and marginalized districts and communities, within nations ravaged by HIV and  AIDS, conflict, weak governance and chronic underinvestment in public health systems and physical infrastructure. 

Business as usual will be grossly insufficient to meet the health-related Millennium Development Goals for children. This is abundantly clear in sub-Saharan Africa, the region furthest behind on almost all of the health related goals, but also in several countries in South Asia and in other countries across the developing world.

We need action!

What we need is action. We need everyone to get involved and join the child survival and development movement. That means we need rich governments to keep their commitments, we need governments from developing nations to keep the pressure on and prioritise child survival and we need you! You can go back to your schools, talk to other young people, to teachers and to people in your community about this issue. Keep political pressure on your political representatives and take campaigning action. You have the power to make a change. But that change will only happen when we all work together and stand up and say no more.   
