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Global Social Policy Forum

Children and the Economic Crisis

ANUPAMA RAO SINGH
Regional Director;, UNICEF East Asia and the Pacific Regional Office, Bangkok

MAHESH PATEL
Regional Advisor, Social Policy and Fconomic Analysis, UNICEF East Asia and the
Pacific Regional Office, Bangkok

Just when we’re hearing of factories closing at a calamitous rate as the global
economic crisis squeezes countries in Asia, we learn of Pan Nan getting hired
by one in Cambodia this month. This should be good news. Her family has
been eating leaves and scavenging for snails and crabs in the rice paddies.

But Pan Nan is only 16. She lied about age on her application and then quit
school to take the job in the capital city, two hours from her village. She and
her widowed mother are counting on the US$10 after expenses she will send
home each month to pay debts and frequent medical bills. Her four siblings
are regularly ill these days with fever, diarrhoea and abdominal pains.

Amidst the overwhelming media coverage of stock market crashes and bank
bailouts as this ferocious financial crisis continues, stories such as Pan Nan’s
are overlooked too easily at times. But for a region particularly affected by the
downturn, the human face of the crisis is increasingly hard to ignore.

In the Asia and the Pacific region, where almost 650 million people live
in poverty (ESCAP, 2008) — on US$1 a day or less — the impact of the food
and economic crises has been devastating and years of progress in poverty
alleviation, child survival and education attainment are in jeopardy. Recent
analysis suggests that a 10% increase in food prices could push an estimated
105 million more people into poverty — a reversal of about seven years’ work
of poverty reduction (Ivanic and Martin, 2008). In most countries, price
increases of foods consumed by the poor have been far greater than 10%.

It is not hard to see why: poorer families in Asia spend on average 40-60%
of their income on food alone (ADB, 2008). Add to this the fact that regional
growth will slow by 4-5% — thereby creating enormous job losses — and it is
apparent how this could send millions back into poverty as the full force of
these crises hit Asia (Chhibber, 2008; Financial Times, 2009).

Global Social Policy Copyright © The Authors, 2009. Reprints and permissions:
http://www.sagepub.co.uk/journalsPermissions.nav 1468-0181 vol. 9(Supp): pp 5-31; 106877;
DOI:10.1177/1468018109106877 http://gsp.sagepub.com

Downloaded from http://gsp.sagepub.com by on January 19, 2010


http://gsp.sagepub.com

Global Social Policy 9(Suppl)

If the forecasts are dire, there is also cause for hope. Leaders across the
region have at their command a wider range of tools and possible solutions
than ever before. And they are taking action to shield their countries from the
worst effects of the crisis.

But with the right mix of policies and programmes, they can do more. That
was the message put forth by 150 prominent members of government, acade-
mia, international organizations and civil society at the Impact of the Economic
Crisis on Children in East Asia and the Pacific Islands conference in Singapore on
the 6-7 of January 2009. Convened by UNICEE, the Singapore Ministry of
Foreign Affairs and the National University of Singapore Lee Kuan Yew
School of Public Policy, the conference analysed the crisis and its impacts on
child health, education, labour and family livelihoods and explored the best
options for mounting a robust response. The papers in this extraordinary
issue of Global Social Policy formed the backbone of the debate regarding
government policy.

UNICEEF decided to convene the conference because the global financial
crisis is amplifying the effects of the food and fuel price crises, seriously chal-
lenging the abilities of families to cope and of children to thrive. At this
moment when women and children are most vulnerable, governments are
faced with decreasing fiscal capacity. For children, the cost of inaction or inap-
propriate action is high, including permanently stunted physical and intellec-
tual growth due to adversely affected nutrition, health and schooling.

At its conclusion, the conference outlined urgent steps and measures gov-
ernments should consider taking in the areas of child health, education, child
labour and overall social policy. They included programmes for free educa-
tion and health care, expanding systems to reach the most vulnerable and
marginalized members of societies and one-off grants to cover the crisis
period. While the costs may seem considerable, the costs of doing nothing are
far greater.

Although a significant investment, financing social protection is not just a
socially desirable undertaking. Investing in human capital is good business
and good politics as well. The World Bank has documented how interven-
tions to improve child nutrition outcomes could generate benefits that are
5-200 times the cost of the interventions (World Bank, 2006). Desperately
needed affordable safety nets encourage people to save less and spend more,
enhance domestic demand and stimulate the economy. Scaling up social pro-
tection systems also fund jobs for teachers, health care workers, child care
workers and social workers, and gives economies a further boost.

We know from the Asian financial crisis experience in the late 1990s that
families were unable to keep up their strong cultural commitment to educa-
tion and many children were forced to drop out of school. Secondary school
enrolment in Indonesia dropped by 11% during the 1997-1998 crisis and by
8% in the Philippines (UNESCO, 2000).
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When large numbers of children like Nan Pan leave school to help their
families buy food or pay for health care, their long-term development suffers,
alongside prospects for their countries’ sustained socio-economic development.

The numbers associated with the potential impacts of the crises are truly
sobering, particularly as they concern children. If unaddressed, the mortality
rate among children younger than 5 years in severely affected countries in
East Asia and the Pacific could increase by an estimated 3-15% due to the
crises. The prevalence of low birth weight could incease by 5-10% and rates
of childhood stunting (already high in this region) could rise by 3-7% and
wasting by 8-16% (Bhutta, 2009). Stunting, or low height for age, is caused
by long-term insufficient nutrient intake and frequent infections. Stunting
generally occurs before age 2 but its effects, which include delayed motor
development, impaired cognitive function and poor school performance, are
largely irreversible. Wasting, or low weight for height, is a strong predicator
of mortality among children younger than 5 years. It is usually the result of
acute food shortage and/or disease.

With 28% of children younger than 5 years already underweight, the region
is far behind its United Nations Millennium Development Goal (MDGQG) of
reducing hunger. The crises will no doubt grossly impede efforts to reach
that goal.

At a time when social spending and investment in programmes protecting
children are most needed, they may be the first to be cut — if the experiences
of the past crises are echoed. During the Asian financial crisis, for example,
public health spending in Thailand declined by 9% in 1998, while total pub-
lic health expenditures in Indonesia fell by 7% in 1998 and another 12% the
following year (Mendoza, 2009).

Most of the governments in the Asia-Pacific Region have responded to the
food price spikes with a limited number of social protection schemes such as
price controls, subsidies, cash transfers for food, food rations, school feeding
programmes, guaranteed compulsory education, inclusive education or finan-
cial incentives for teacher education. Many have built on existing social pro-
tection systems, reflecting a growing consensus on the importance of social
protection.

While this is encouraging, inadequate coverage is still an issue. Most coun-
tries in the region — including the poorest ones — have only limited coverage if
they have a social protection programme at all. And many programmes are not
prepared to cope with the “new poor” — the previous “near poor” who have
been pushed into the mire of poverty (Mehrotra, 2009; Ramesh, 2009).

"This is complicated by the constantly changing nature of the current crisis.
Families initially only faced rising food prices, followed by rising costs of fuel,
and transportation. Now they face unemployment, and for migrant families,
prospects of returning home, as the state of the real economy worsens. The
Asian financial crisis of 1997-1998 illustrated that household coping strategies
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can sustain considerable pressure for a while. But how long can they last this time?
Back then, many of these workers went back to farming in their villages. But
agricultural land has shrunk steadily since then as agriculture’s share of the
GDP has decreased significantly. This is why it is all the more important that
the governments implement and strengthen social safety nets today.

Policies and interventions designed to prevent poverty traps from persisting
are of critical importance to preserve past gains as well as further advance eco-
nomic and human development. Reduced social spending will not only derail
countries’ progress towards achieving the MDGs, it can also have a large
opportunity cost in terms of relinquished improvements in human capital and
countries’ growth trajectories.

"The next critical step for many countries is to maintain, strengthen or develop
social protection systems so as to address both the structural features as well as
the shock-related challenges which amplify child vulnerability. There is a strong
case for placing children at the centre of social protection systems because
reaching them is critical for breaking the cycle of poverty.

The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, which all countries in the
region have ratified, reinforces that case. Children, it insists, should have first
call on all available resources to ensure their rights to survival, development
and protection. This is no less true in times of economic challenge.

“The future of my children is a big concern for me, but it is out of my
control,” Pan Nan’s mother said several days ago, looking out over the last of
her four paddy fields that had not yet been sold to cover bills. We need to give
her back that control. Pan Nan’s village neighbours, who are also struggling
against the doubling of prices for food, petrol and fertilizer, help out her mother
by giving her noodles or hiring her to help with their harvests.

If a weakened village community can do it, why can’t a national government?
Economic predictions for the region have growth slowing — but it is still
growth. Ultimately, there is no good economic reason to deny programmes
or services for the vulnerable — especially children.
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Policy Statement on the Implications of the Economic Crisis

NOELEEN HEYZER
Under-Secretary-General of the United Nations and Executive Secretary of the Economic
and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific

The region faces some of the largest development threats of our time. From cli-
mate change, extreme food fuel volatility in 2008, to the worst financial-eco-
nomic crises since the Great Depression — all of which could roll back our
development gains and precipitate a human tragedy in many parts of our region.
"This is the time to use our collective strengths as Asia Pacific to prevent this
emergency from happening. So allow me to first take stock of the challenges
facing us and address the policy responses which could make a difference.

CHALLENGES

The Financial Crisis

What started as a financial crises in the West, has became an economic crisis
in the East. The Asia Pacific region had initially shown remarkable resilience
to this crisis due to the financial reforms post 1997. However, this resilience
is under severe pressure with declines in investment and consumption in the
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global market. The World Trade Organization (WTO) predicts that global
trade will shrink by 9% in 2009. This is the most serious decline since World
War Two. This year’s “Economic and Social Survey of the Asia Pacific” pro-
duced by ESCAP, estimates that growth of developing members will fall from
5.8% in 2008 to an estimated 3.0% in 2009. Our developed economies are
now projected to contract by minus 3% during this same period. As many as
23 million people, particularly women employed in the manufacturing sector
could lose their jobs; remittances from migrant workers are falling and mil-
lions will experience rising income insecurity. The Asian Development Bank
estimates that the number of poor in the region could increase by an addi-
tional 60 million people in 2009 and approach 100 million by 2010, affecting
the achievement of the Millennium Development Goals in Asia Pacific.

Food/Fuel Security Issues

For millions across our region the economic crisis has become a food crisis
as unemployment rises, incomes fall and price of food remains high. Despite
our region’s enormous capacity to produce food, we are home to the largest
number of food insecure people in the world. ESCAP’s 2009 theme study
“Sustainable Agriculture and Food Security” identifies 25 countries that are
considered food insecurity hotspots for our region. The Asia Pacific Region
contains more than 64 per cent of the worlds’ undernourished adults and chil-
dren. These numbers underline the fact that our region is one of great dis-
parities. These development challenges must be overcome if we are to realize
our full potential. Poverty is the primary cause of food insecurity in our
region. However other factors are also at work. Protectionist trade policies
can drive up food prices, making it difficult for the poor to access food.
Declines in farm revenue and increased costs of production are forcing small
scale farmers out of business. Increasingly the young in rural areas are migrat-
ing, leaving the old behind as agriculture becomes an unviable option. Last
year’s fuel-food crises underlined the linkages between fossil fuels and food
production. These have not gone away. Least developed and many landlocked
countries, together with small island developing states are almost totally
dependent on imported oil and gas. This dependency complicates their abil-
ity to recover from the current economic crisis.

Climate Change

In Asia-Pacific, climate change is no longer a distant threat; it is a reality and
a sign of what lies ahead. For many of our Pacific and Small Island States, it is
a question of their survival or extinction. Higher temperatures are causing sea
levels to rise increasing the frequency of storms and cyclones. These, in turn,
cause a greater number of floods, landslides and erosion, destroying business,
property and infrastructure. Other visible effects of climate change include
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water shortages, reduced agricultural productivity, forest fires and increased
prevalence of diseases and viruses. All are likely to have devastating effects;
particularly on the poor. This region is currently responsible for 34% of
greenhouse gas emissions. It is also the home to 7 out of the 15 major global
greenhouse gas emitting countries. This region also suffers from the largest
number of human casualties from natural disasters in the world. In fact, it
accounted for 80% of disaster related global casualties in the last decade.

PROPOSED POLICY ACTIONS

The convergence and scale of the challenges I have described reflect the pro-
found need to respond with systemic changes and deeper reforms. The Bali
Outcome document and subsequent analysis of the 2009 “Economic and
Social Survey for the Asia Pacific” promote the idea that economic recovery
should be based upon a more inclusive and sustainable development para-
digm. Fiscal stimulus packages and policy reforms provide an excellent oppor-
tunity for this. The G20’ commitment of US$ 300 billion in aid provides the
funds. Partnerships including with governments, business and civil society
will also provide the additional resources and know how. So let me now out-
line three policy responses that can guide the way forward.

1) Increasing Economic Growth through Regional Trade and Integration

Asia Pacific is more economically integrated with rest of world than with
itself. Intraregional trade among developing countries in the region accounts
for only 37% of exports in our region in comparison with NAFTA at 51% and
the E.U at 68%. There are enormous opportunities for growth in South-
South trade and investment but existing trade barriers, tariff and non tariff,
need to be removed. Accelerated implementation of the numerous regional
economic partnership agreements will also promote further trade and invest-
ment. ESCAP’s publication “Navigating Out Of The Crisis: A Trade Led
Recovery” provides guidance for policy makers. Early conclusion of the Doha
Round in accordance with its development mandate will also be essential.
According to the World Trade Organization its completion would be equiva-
lent to a global stimulus package of over US 150 billion dollars. In practical
terms, trade will also be improved through increased investments in sustain-
able transportation and ICT connectivity. Closing the ICT divide and
strengthening the Asian Highway and the Trans Asian Railway Networks are
vital components for regional trade and integration.

2) Strengthening the Foundation for Social Protection

Building the foundations for better social security in the region will also mit-
igate impacts from current and future crises. This will require providing min-
imum wage and unemployment insurance to buffer people against financial
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uncertainties. In a region where life spans are increasing and 30% of our eld-
erly receive support, pensions will play an important role. Currently only 20%
of our population have access to health care. Access to health protection is,
therefore, critical. Establishing agricultural insurance, regional food banks,
and food for work will also ensure a food secure population. Social protection
systems not only create the social foundations for more inclusive and harmo-
nious societies, they also make good economic sense. By increasing income
security, the spending power of middle and lower income people is freed up,
thus increasing domestic demand and macroeconomic stability.

3) Promoting Sustainability

Action on climate change cannot wait, and people are calling for action now.
Otherwise, future generations will look back on us and ask us what we did and
why it took us so long to act. We need a new sense of urgency and a new sense
of responsibility. A responsibility to protect not only today’s economy but also
to prepare for the economy of the future. We must be responsible in how we
use the earth’s resources. The earth’s gifts which we take for granted are not
guaranteed. So far, the talk about the economic impact or cost of climate
change has mainly been of the potential threat. Yet, we should also look for
the opportunity for new growth, for innovation, and for a modern economy
based upon green growth, energy efficiency and increased use of renewable
energy. If climate change is the challenge of our generation, it also presents
the opportunity of our generation. Opportunity or threat, this is a problem
that we need to solve together. If we engage the climate challenge as an
opportunity, we will be able to turn the climate crisis into new economic pos-
sibilities that advance sustainable development and encourage green tech-
nologies, green industries and green jobs and also mainstream disaster risk
reduction into development strategies. In this, we need partnerships between
public and private sectors as well as civil society to bring about a paradigm
shift not only in policies but also in behaviour.

ESCAP is becoming a strategic regional player that can effectively support
our Member States in shaping a more balanced and inclusive approach to sus-
tainable development. As your secretariat, and as chair of the United Nation’s
regional coordination mechanism, we stand ready to facilitate the coordina-
tion of the development policy responses outlined. Their successful imple-
mentation will pave the way for a more economically, socially and ecologically
balanced and inclusive Asia Pacific where people can live free from want, from
fear, and from discrimination.

NOELEEN HEYZER is Under-Secretary-General of the United Nations and Executive
Secretary of the Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (UNESCAP).
Please address correspondence to: Noeleen Heyzer, Under-Secretary-General of the
United Nations and Executive Secretary, UNESCAP, The United Nations Building,
Rajadamnern Nok Avenue, Bangkok 10200, Thailand.
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Impact of the Economic Crisis on Children in Mongolia:

An Overview of Policy Responses

ENKHBOLD MIYEGOMBO
Deputy Prime Minister; Mongolia

The world community faces great challenges as a result of the global eco-
nomic crisis. I see this conference as a great opportunity to discuss how we can
protect our children, and our future from the adverse impact of the economic
crisis. Based on experience, we know that limitations in state budget and
financial resources disproportionately affect the vulnerable groups, mainly
women and children. Implications are food shortages, inadequate access to
education and health services, and increased costs for children and youth.

The Government of Mongolia appreciates the UN’ commitment to dis-
seminate best practices and research on outcomes of policy implementation
to diminish the adverse impact of the economic crisis on health, nutrition,
education, and social protection of children.

During the past four years, the economic situation of Mongolia had
improved significantly. GDP growth ranged between 6-10% in recent years
and the Gross National Income per capita increased from USD744 in 2006 to
USD1500 in 2008. The Government of Mongolia allocated about 20% of the
GDP and 47 to 50% of the state budget to the social sectors. We hope these
trends will remain positive in the future as well despite the slow down of the
national economy.

The Government of Mongolia supports policies that increase direct invest-
ments in the social sector, particularly with regards to creating favorable liv-
ing conditions for children and their families. In 2005, USD1.6 million were
allocated to provide a monthly allowance of MNT3000 per child, while
USD2.5 million was spent for this purpose in the first 11 months of 2008. It
is the largest governmental cash transfer programme, which decreased the
poverty headcount by four percentage points. Findings of the Household
Socioeconomic Survey 2007 reveal poverty headcount without child money
would be 39% compared to the actual 35%.

Beginning in 2007, Mongolia’s Development Fund contributed USD7.6
million through the direct cash allowance of MIN'T'100,000 per year, per child
in order to promote child development and is a major investment towards
the future of our nation — our children. Given the current economic crisis,
Mongolia maintains a strategy to build systems that can effectively target vul-
nerable and marginalized people to deliver social safety net and social welfare
programmes. Special focus is given to transfer from a universal to a targeted
approach to include the most vulnerable and poor.

Under Mongolia’s Constitution, maternal and child health is in the main
responsibility of the State and basic education is free for all children. In accor-
dance with the Law on Healthcare, the State is responsible for payment of
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professional medical assistance and services provided to mothers and children
by state medical careproviders.

In Mongolia, healthcare services are delivered to citizens in 1200 hospitals.
In addition, nearly 600 private hospitals share 10% of the overall health
sector load.

The Government’s National Reproductive Health Programs, National
Child Development and Protection Programs, Maternal Mortality Reduction
Strategy, and other programs are essential in creating maternal and child
health friendly environments, to ensure that children meet their elementary
health needs.

However, 70% of the complications of pregnant women in Mongolia are
from preventable causes. Therefore, there is a need to implement a sustain-
able policy on delivering appropriate nutrition, increasing the availability of
emergency obstetric care and services to pregnant mothers, while also
improving the quality and accessibility of medical services and to strengthen
health systems. In January of 2009, the infant mortality rate reached 22 per
1000 live births, a three-point increase compared to the previous year, while
the maternal mortality rate increased by three maternal deaths as well. The
infant mortality rate is higher than the national average in Umnugovi,
Khentii, Bayankhongor, Sukhbaatar, Govisumber, Uvurkhangai, Uvs,
Dundgovi aimags and the Ulaanbaatar City.

Infant mortality is influenced by many factors, including difficulties during
delivery, maternal and child nutrition, coverage by maternal and infant health-
care services, environmental health and the capacity of social and health
organizations. Mongolia’s 2005 Child Development survey revealed an
important relationship between the mother’s educational status and infant
mortality rate, and that infant mortality rate is twice higher in poor households.

Household attitudes to the health of adolescent girls and mothers, good
hygiene, respect to pregnant women, provision of complete pre-natal and deliv-
ery services to mothers, and mothers’ knowledge about caring for newborns
within the first few months of life, are important preconditions for protecting
maternal and child health.

In Mongolia, children between the ages of 2 and 18 have access to pre-school,
primary and secondary educational services. Although most of the population
recognizes that education is key to child development, school dropout and
absenteeism still exist among medium and senior grade pupils. This is mostly
because they have to work to help their families. Transition to the 12-year
school system has created challenges for rural 6 year olds in schooling. Despite
decreasing budget income, and switching to a savings mode due to the eco-
nomic crisis, the Government is implementing a strategy to preserve funding
for social welfare programs. It is addressing funding gaps by soliciting donor
support. For instance, starting from January 1, 2009, the State will pay 100%
of meals targeting kindergarten children. Itis also preparing to expand the tea
break program for students in grades 1 through 5 into lunch programs. In the
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tuture, the Government will focus on expanding Public-Private Partnerships
(PPP) towards intensifying social sector development.

Developing countries have faced new challenges and difficulties in their
efforts to overcome the global economic crisis. The Government of Mongolia
considers effective financial management and microeconomics regulations
to be vital.

"To enhance the socio-economic development of the country, the Government
will play an important role. In addition, a long-term national plan that can
promote sustainable growth is essential. Thus, the Government of Mongolia
strives to strengthen mutual and multilateral partnerships and collaboration
to implement the MDG based National Development Strategy that was
adopted in 2007.

Increasing foreign trade, creating favourable environments for business,
supporting entrepreneurship, strengthening competitiveness and better co-
ordination of foreign assistance and accepting grants are development prior-
ities of the Government of Mongolia’s Action Plan. We see that the successful
implementation of these priority actions will enhance the implementation of
policies on population and social development. As a result of such policies, the
quality of lives for our citizens will be guaranteed.

For better utilization of the outcomes of the economic growth, we are
planning to undertake the following measures:

a) Enroll 70% of preschool age children in kindergartens;

b) Shift the general secondary education program to 12-year education sys-
tem and enroll 6-year-old children;

c) Increase the salary, pension and allowances by three times that of 2008;

d) Reduce the unemployment rate by 1.5%; and

e) Promote child participation in policy development and decision making.

The Government of Mongolia and Parliament follow a strict policy on finan-
cial resource allocation and utilization in order to mitigate the economic cri-
sis. The Government of Mongolia is committed to creating a transparent and
sustainable mining sector that has a capacity to compete in the international
market. Furthermore, to keep microeconomic stability, we are planning to
implement public sector reform to increase effectiveness. This includes selec-
tive annulling of investment contracts and increase of foreign investments and
concessionary loans.

For developing and developed countries, in order to implement develop-
ment priorities, there is a need to increase financial resources at national,
regional and international levels. Thus, it is important to attract and promote
foreign investments and to share best practices through strengthening inter-
nal systems and capacity building within the banking and financial sectors.

The Government of Mongolia gives considerable attention to improving
the management and coordination of foreign assistance. For this purpose, the
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Law on Management and Coordination of Foreign Assistance has been drafted
and a unified system on the implementation of foreign assisted projects and
programs has been proposed.

The above-mentioned measures will help achieve objectives related to child
development, social protection and poverty reduction. Also, it will help pro-
mote good governance, increase the absorptive capacity of foreign invest-
ments and improve the efficiency and effectiveness of development assistance.

ENKHBOLD MIYEGOMBO is the Deputy Prime Minister of Mongolia. Please address cor-
respondence to: Enkhbold Miyegombo, Government House of Mongolia, Deputy Prime
Minister’s Office, Ulaanbaatar 12, Mongolia. [email: enkhbold_m®@parliament.mn]

The Impact of the Crises on Children: A Policy View from

South Asia

GABRIELE KOHLER
Regional Advisor; Social Policy, UNICEF Regional Office for South Asia, Kathmandu

DANIEL TOOLE
Regional Director; UNICEF Regional Office for South Asia, Kathmandu

THE SOCIO-ECONOMIC SITUATION OF CHILDREN AND THE
SOCIALLY EXCLUDED IN SOUTH ASIA

South Asial! as a region has made significant progress on a number of
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), most notably in the areas of poverty
reduction and school enrolment. While the region has seen high GDP growth
rates and rising global integration over the past decade, it is also affected by
chronic hunger and malnutrition, poverty and vulnerability, and social exclusion.
The juxtaposition of growth and positive MDG performance with poverty
and exclusion is referred to as the South Asia paradox.

Some data illustrate this “paradox”. Of the 175 million children under 5
years who live in the region, 45% are malnourished (UNICEE, 2009). An
estimated 1 billion people live under the $2 per person per day poverty line
(World Bank, 2008), and Gini coefficients show growing income inequality
(UNDP, 2008). Marginalised groups typically comprise the income poor, the
landless, urban migrants, female-headed households, and conflict-displaced
families: because of persistent gender-based, caste and ethnic exclusions,
they are the most vulnerable and frequently are excluded from livelihoods,
opportunities and access to land (Thorat et al., 2007; Government of India,
2008). This group includes millions of children, since the under-18 age
group makes up 39% of the region’s population overall, and children are dis-
proportionately represented in the lower income quintiles and in socially
excluded groups.

The 2007/2008 global food price increases severely affected the region,
and access to food was further undermined by a combination of conflict,
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displacement, and natural disasters.” In 2008, inflation related to the global
food price spike rose significantly, dramatically reducing purchasing power
and increasing poverty across the region.

Since 2007 an estimated 100 million additional persons in South Asia became
food insecure, bringing the total number of people who suffer or are threatened
by food insecurity, malnutrition and hunger to an estimated 400 million
(UNICEF ROSA, 2009c¢). In Afghanistan in mid-2008, 7.8 million persons had
inadequate food consumption; 35% of Afghans are chronically food insecure
and almost 55% of children suffer stunting and 12% acute malnutrition (WFP
Afghanistan, 2008). In Bangladesh, 65.3 of the country’s 145 million people are
food insecure, an increase by 7.5 million in one year (FAO/WFP Bangladesh,
2008). Two million children aged six months to five years are affected by acute
malnutrition (wasting: 13.5%), and among them, half a million are suffering
from severe acute malnutrition (severe wasting: 3.4%) (WFP, UNICEF and
IPHN, 2009). In Nepal, the number of people highly and severely food inse-
cure increased from 4.2 million to 6.4 million between 2007 and 2008. Acute
malnutrition is approaching 20% in some areas; 33 out of 75 districts are
chronically food insecure (WFP Nepal, 2008). In Pakistan, the total number of
people with inadequate food consumption rose to an estimated 84 million by
mid-2008, affecting 51% of the population (UN Pakistan, 2008).

"The 2009 global recession is exacerbating this tenacious South Asian situa-
tion of hunger and malnutrition. The transmission of shocks to households
is primarily via labour markets in both the manufactures and services sectors,
particularly in the up-market goods sector and in garments; and is expected to
affect migration and remittances. Aggregate regional GDP growth projections
have decelerated to 6% for 2009 (IMEF, 2009).

Children will be affected directly. As prices increase and livelihood
opportunities contract, households are resorting to adverse coping strategies,
ranging from skipping meals to selling productive assets, buying food and
inputs on credit, or withdrawing children from school. In the worst cases,
families may cope by placing children in child labour to supplement house-
hold incomes. The short term affects are malnutrition, hunger, and neglect.
The longer term impact is a denial of these children’s rights to reach their full
potential, and a significant loss of human capital to the economy.

SOCIO-ECONOMIC RESPONSES TO THE CRISES AND THE CASE
FOR CHILD-RELEVANT GOVERNMENT INTERVENTIONS
"The food price shocks and the economic crisis have produced a paradigm shift
in economic policy. Many governments are resorting to government-led and
financed fiscal stimulus packages with the intention to resuscitate aggregate
demand. These packages are in the range of 1 to 7% of GDP (Ortiz, 2009).
In South Asia, Bangladesh, India and Sri Lanka have adopted fiscal and
monetary interventions specifically to tackle the crises, while Nepal introduced
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an expansionary government budget. In most of South Asia, cumulative
foreign exchange reserves are sufficient, while financial intermediation with
the developed countries is less pronounced than in other regions. This con-
stellation offers the necessary fiscal space at the macro level.

"To address chronic hunger and the increasingly acute malnutrition in South
Asia, stimulus packages need to focus interventions on children, women, the
poor and the socially excluded, and help realise the rights of all children to
food, nutrition, and inclusive and high-quality social services. In this vein,
government interventions need six elements:

1) monitor malnutrition and maintain the immediate food and cash social
transfers and price subsidies introduced to address the food price hikes;

2) ensure inclusive and child-friendly services delivery in health and education,
by augmenting staff and investing in behaviour change towards genuine
social inclusion;

3) enhance and reshape public-financed employment schemes to encompass
child-relevant infrastructure such as improving schools, clinics, early
childhood centres, meeting places, and for protective services to address
violence and abuse;

4) upgrade and make systematic the social protection building blocks that
are in place, but fragmented and minimal in terms of coverage and benefit
levels;

5) introduce measures to increase employment, with a particular focus on
youth employment, training and capacity building for entrepreneurship,
employment in manufactures and services, or government service; and

6) more long term, to structurally improve productivity in the rural economy
with a view to improving food security and eradicating rural poverty.

Examples of such interventions exist. Sentinel sites at clinics around the
region are monitoring child malnutrition, often with support from UNICEF.
School meal programmes are in place in all eight countries, and have been
upgraded, often with World Food Programme (WFP) and UNICEF support,
with micronutrients or greater coverage in several countries, as an incentive
for families to keep children in school and to address malnutrition. Bangladesh,
India, Nepal, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka have expanded food price subsidies or
ration card systems to make access to food more equitable. Sri Lanka adopted
a national nutrition plan with a multi-sector approach to nutrition and a sur-
veillance system. The SAARC is creating a regional food grain bank on which
countries can draw to import rice or wheat at fixed prices to supplement
domestic production and commercial imports.

Social protection is an appropriate policy instrument, since it can address
the multiple sources of vulnerability. Recent initiatives include the Pakistan
Benazir Bhutto Fund which plans to provide cash transfers to 5 million poor
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households, or the improved coverage of social pensions in Nepal. Bangladesh,
India and Nepal have introduced employment guarantee schemes for the
rural poor, offering employment at minimum wage levels.

In this process, the UNICEF Regional Office and Country Offices in South
Asia have been proactive on the policy plane as well on the ground. For
instance, UNICEF advocacy in India and Nepal is proposing that employment
schemes be coupled with integrated child development services, create soft
infrastructure and generate employment, notably for women. UNICEF Nepal
is advocating for a universal child benefit, to be piloted in the most disadvan-
taged districts of the country. All UNICEF Offices are conducting real time
monitoring and stepping up action in malnutrition surveillance and manage-
ment, inclusive and free primary education, as well as in child protection issues
including child labour and child trafficking (UNICEF ROSA, 2009a).

Such interventions can capture policy makers’ concern over the food price
crisis and the global recession to advance social inclusion and child-oriented
socio-economic development interventions. Such momentum could contribute
to overcoming the South Asia paradox and achieve the MDGs with equity for
all in South Asia.

NOTES

1. Comprising Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan
and Sri Lanka.
2. Dataand findings in the following from UNICEF Regional Office South Asia 2009a.
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Monitoring the Impact of the Economic Crisis on Children
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1. INTRODUCTION

In January 2009, UNICEF convened a multi-stakeholder conference to
analyse the impact of the current economic crisis on child health, education,
labour, and family livelihoods. What emerged from the conference was a clear
need to bolster social protection systems, polices, and budgets to protect chil-
dren and vulnerable populations in East Asia and Pacific. A subsequent con-
sultative workshop on UNICEF’s Socioeconomic Policy Engagement, in
March 2009, called for the creation of a framework for monitoring the effects
of the crisis on children.

This GSP Forum paper focuses on the need to monitor impacts on children
in real time to enable rapid and appropriate policy responses to a changing
situation. National administrative and survey data often lag far behind actual
effects on children and can take up to a year to produce. Further, sectoral
management information systems for education and health typically produce
national compilations of health service utilization and enrollment in schools
more than a year after the fact. By then, much irreparable damage has already
occurred: stunted children cannot regain their lost height, and children who
have dropped out of school rarely re-enter.

The rapid pace of the crisis, and potential long-term effects on children,
require real-time monitoring. Together with governments, UNICEF Country
Offices, and other UN agencies, the UNICEF East Asia and Pacific Regional
Office (EAPRO) is commencing a regional initiative to develop early warning
systems for monitoring impacts as they happen. Key to this is drawing on and
enhancing existing information mechanisms.
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UNICEF EAPRO proposes using data from a small number of ‘sentinel
sites,” such as schools and health centres, where information is already rou-
tinely collected on a daily or weekly basis and at grass root levels. As mecha-
nisms for collecting key data already exist, information on impacts to
children’s health and education (vis-a-vis alarm signals like school attendance
and visits to health clinics) can then be more systematically and frequently
passed upwards through the system and reviewed centrally. It must be stressed
that sentinel sites systems do not produce national prevalence rates. For that
purpose, national management information and retrospective survey instru-
ments are essential. The purpose of sentinel site systems is to provide timely
information on changes in the situation.

The following describes how the UNICEF sentinel site approach can be
used to monitor impacts, using education and health as entry-points. The
overall purpose of such rapid monitoring is to provide alarm signals that can
assist formulation of social policies, programmes and strategies that will pro-
tect children from consequences of the crisis.

2. SENTINEL SITE SURVEILLANCE

Sentinel site surveillance has been used to monitor trends in food security and
nutrition (Delgado, 1994), health and disease (Losos, 1996; Thompson, 2006)
and absenteeism in education (Macau 2009). It aims to capture and transmit
data from selected sites (schools, health centres, etc.) to a central repository
for synthesis, usually at the central or provincial level. Routine monitoring
enables detection of changes over time, serving as key early warning mecha-
nisms for initiating action. The alarm function is often supplemented by
strategically chosen monitoring instruments.

East Asian countries such as Lao PDR, Philippines and Indonesia are in the
process of developing or improving crisis effect monitoring systems based on
the sentinel site approach. UNICEF is coordinating with key Ministries, sec-
toral agencies, and UN partners to create similar systems elsewhere. Potential
partners include the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural
Organisation (UNESCO) for education; World Health Organisation (WHO)
for health; and United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) for social
budgets. This would enable rapid responses and help to keep the amount of
information collected feasible.

3. METHODOLOGY AND APPROACH

Though sentinel site and indicator selection will vary according to country
context, basic characteristics include accessibility to existing data, ability to
report frequently on a routine basis, diversity in geographic and economic
populations covered with a special focus on at risk groups, and capacity to
transmit data rapidly. UNICEF is proposing the following methodology for
assessing impacts on health and education, as poor indicators in both will
signal great risks to overall child development.
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a) Education

Attendance in schools is collected daily, and monitoring changes in atten-
dance does not require a large, randomized sampling of schools. Instead, it
requires only a small number of schools where attendance is already compiled
weekly or monthly and small central team with the capacity to collect and ana-
lyze the information. Data based on agreed indicators (e.g. by class, grade, or
level) can be forwarded electronically to a central point (e.g. Ministry of
Education) by cell-phone SMS or e-mail.

Supplementary indicators to school attendance include teacher attendance —
since student performance is closely correlated with teacher attendance — as
well as current or planned parental contributions to selected schools, as deter-
mined from school accounts. These are recorded and totaled daily and are
often summed weekly or monthly. Attendance and parental contributions can
serve as useful signals of ability and/or preference for allocating limited human
and financial resources.

b) Health

The strongest rapid monitoring systems that exist for health are often for epi-
demic and notifiable diseases such as influenza (Watson, 2001) and HIV/AIDS
(WHO, 2003). Information is often gathered from a number of sentinel sites
(e.g. health centers) that are geographically distributed across the country.
Indicators can be determined by mapping information currently available via
notifiable disease surveillance systems. Easily collected indicators for tracking
changes in the functioning of a health center are total weekly or monthly out-
patient visits and total ante-natal care visits. Receipts from user fees and total
outpatient clinic attendances provide useful supplementary indicators. On a
more intermittent basis, periodic household sample surveys of nutritional sta-
tus can provide useful supplementary data. Lastly, changes in health sector
budgets can signal potential shortfalls in coverage.

UNICEF is piloting projects using mobile phone text messaging technology
to record and transfer information on health indicators from sentinel moni-
toring sites (e.g. Malawi RapidSMS project). Text messaging is a cost effective
way for practitioners in remote areas to send time-sensitive data for compilation
and dissemination.

¢) Monitoring Social Budgets and Social Protection
Social Protection is a multi-faceted area, and finding lowest common denomi-
nators that are easily reported at low cost is a difficult process. Crisis mitigation
activities have two main branches in the region: 1) stimulating the economy; and
2) protecting people from adverse consequences of adjustment or contraction.
Development prioritization tends to focus on the plight of the poorest.
While that prioritization is valid, the multi-dimensional crisis may have sig-
nificant impact on other occupational groups, including those in export
industries. Where and how to target social expenditures is important. For
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instance, Thailand is distributing vouchers worth $60 to Thais earning less
than $400 per month, while Indonesia and Singapore are reducing income
taxes to stimulate demand that will benefit mostly employees in the formal
economy.

It is important to monitor social safety net programmes, especially as gov-
ernments adjust their budgets to account for shortfalls in resources. This can
be done by reviewing relevant records of numbers of beneficiaries and dis-
bursements by type at sub-national levels, whether village, local municipal, or
district. Selected units could report on specific indicators on a weekly or
monthly basis, depending on their accounting practices. On a more intermit-
tent basis, periodic household sample surveys of poverty levels could provide
very useful supplementary data.

"Tracking data on total national disbursements and planned expenditures, by
type of transfer, is also useful. Mongolia has already submitted two budgets
for fiscal 2009; Indonesia has submitted three. In this way, UN Country Teams
could assess the capacity of the UN System, including the International
Financial Institutions, to monitor budget changes on planned social expendi-
ture in real time.

d) Poverty Mapping

Poverty mapping and other vulnerability assessments are useful for identifying
preferred locations of sentinel sites. Small area estimation poverty maps com-
bine information from household surveys with national census data to provide
detailed and disaggregated estimates of poverty levels according to specific spa-
tial locations. Information is then plotted on a single map, to flag disparities
and poverty ‘hot spots’. These maps allow for better evidence-based decision-
making and pro-poor targeting of social programmes and spending (e.g. cash
transfers), at multiple levels (e.g. district, sub-district, and national planning).

e) Voices of Children and Families

An essential component of UNICEF advocacy work has been to showcase the
actual experiences of children based on testimony of individuals, households
and communities. Such social narratives reinforce decisions of policy makers
by providing a story line, which supplements numerical data with individual
case histories that people can identify with. Often, participatory approaches
also flag areas of concern that are not elicited by closed end questionnaire
approaches. One national women’s group identified crisis related alcoholism
and violence in the home as key relevant issues.

The importance of including open ended participatory approaches to sup-
plement questionnaire approaches can also be seen from the evolving social
narratives describing the crisis. They have changed from defining the most
affected as the poorest, to the poor in urban and rural areas who must purchase
food, to those affected most by fuel price increases, to the newly unemployed
in export industries, to landless reverse migrants returning to rural areas.
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4. CONCLUDING REMARKS

The purpose of sentinel site monitoring and advocacy is to strengthen govern-
ment policies and mechanisms for responding quickly to the impact of the
crisis on children in terms of poorer health indicators, lower educational attain-
ment, increased child labor and reduced family incomes. While improved and
real time monitoring is essential, the formulation and implementation of appro-
priate, targeted if advisable, policy responses will be equally important.
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The global economic crisis that originated in the United States financial sec-
tor in 2008 has had a different impact on all regions of the world. As a region
that is closely integrated with the global economy, Asia has felt both the first-
order financial sector and the second-order real economy effects of the crisis.
Geographic distance poses no barrier in an increasingly integrated financial
and economic world. Asian stock markets sank to their lowest in several
years and crashed through key levels mirroring, and in sync with, the New
York and European markets. This domino effect reflects the degree of inte-
gration between Asian and western financial markets. Second-order effects to
the real economy, manifesting as depressed global growth and demand, are
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relatively more diffuse, thus having the potential to affect a greater number of
people in their wake.

Asia is particularly vulnerable in three main respects. First, greater financial
integration increases exposure, and therefore it is not surprising that Asian
equity markets and currencies have declined considerably. While exposure of
Asian banks to western markets has been small the confidence factor has led
to rapid and substantial withdrawal of capital from Asian equity markets put-
ting pressure on many currencies in Asia.

Second, Asia has historically relied heavily on demand from the EU and the
US for its exports to drive growth. The sharp decline in effective demand,
across both the EU and US, has already led to increased unemployment in
Asia, especially in the export sectors. Global trade in 2009 will experience its
biggest annual drop in more than 40 years. The WTO predicts that the vol-
ume of global trade, which grew by 6% in 2007 and 2% last year, will fall by
a dramatic 9% by the end of 2009. In February, China’s year-on-year exports
tumbled 26%; during that same time, imports plummeted 24.2%. The high
import content (70%) of Chinese exports reveals the shared production
process, characterised by high levels of intra-industry and intra-regional trade
in product parts and components, rather than the traditional trade in finished
goods. Consequently, a sharp decline in Chinese exports translates very quickly
into an equally sharp decline in imports from neighboring countries. Slow
export growth for China quite literally means slow export growth for the region.

"Third, recent development gains made by Asia are threatened through a
range of secondary transmission channels, including reductions in remit-
tances, tourism receipts, ODA, and investments. Some 12,000 jobs were lost
in Laos as construction of a hydro-dam was suspended and since mid-2008
the price of copper, Mongolia’s largest revenue earner has dropped 65-0%. So
far remittances have not dropped but their growth has stalled. But if this cri-
sis persists as it is likely to workers will be coming home and adding to the
unemployed and adding to social tensions.

Some 300-400 million people came out of extreme poverty in the last
decade in Asia and overall Asia was on its way towards meeting the MDGs.
But with the global economic crisis not only is further progress at risk, but
even some of the recent gains could be reversed. The girls working in garment
factories in Cambodia, Bangladesh and Sri Lanka, diamond cutters in India,
labor in China’s coastal cities, migrants from South Asia, and Philippines and
Indonesia are all affected by the crisis, many of whom will be unemployed and
will return to the farm. Moreover, Asia’s middle class which now numbers
some 1.5 billion people in Thailand, Malaysia, India and China, many young
aspiring upwardly mobile will have their dreams of a better life thwarted. We
are already seeing large unemployment, school drop-outs, and health impacts
as well are social strife.

We are also seeing the first signs of growing protectionism and are con-
cerned that a race to the bottom may develop through weakened currencies,
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special export incentives to keep market share. Moreover, almost 900 million
people still live in extreme poverty and a critical mass continues to suffer from
hunger. In the absence of formalised welfare measures, recent development
gains may be reversed, driving more people into poverty and creating condi-
tions rife for further social and political conflict.

A flexible and fast response to the crisis is necessary to effectively address the
vulnerabilities posed. So what are some policy options to overcome the challenges?

There are four distinct issues that must be immediately addressed across
Asia. First, Asia needs a monetary facility that builds on the bilateral swap
arrangements of the Chiang Mai Initiative (launched by ASEAN nations plus
Japan, China, and the Republic of Korea in 1997 after the Asian Financial
Crisis) and whose establishment will stabilise markets and ease pressure on
exchange rates.

Second, better coordination on financial and trade policies is required
across the region to broaden the scope for more intra-regional trade. Asian
countries are still more integrated with the rest of the world than with each
other. Avoiding trade protectionism and a race to the bottom for better mar-
ket share will only hurt Asia on trade volume and price.

Third, Asian economies must focus efforts on boosting overall demand in
2009-10. Stimulus packages are a step in the right direction. South Korea
plans to spend a record US $13 billion on cash handouts, cheap loans, infra-
structure and job training to revive its economy. China’s US $585 billion
package has a similar mix of targeted social safety nets, public works and job
training programmes, while Japan is preparing a US $103 billion plan to boost
demand. For countries that lack fiscal space, such as Pakistan and Sri Lanka,
interest rates can be reduced to stimulate demand.

Fourth, special attention must be paid to bolstering social assistance
programmes. The international development community should offer tech-
nical assistance to countries by assessing and laying the groundwork for
social programmes with clear targeting and programmatic frameworks.
UNDP is working with countries, to help them on these four issues with a
special focus on the social impacts and better targeted social assistance pro-
grammes (such as conditional cash transfers) and use the crisis to encourage
social protection — old age security, health insurance, housing finance, which
will also help boost consumption. Conditional cash transfers are being used in
Philippines, Indonesia and Bangladesh but others must adopt them as well
since as they offer the best hope to get quick relief to many poor families and
help avoid malnutrition, school drop-outs and increase in maternal mortality.

The huge impact on Asia from the global economic crisis has destroyed the
‘myth’ of decoupling. In fact Asian equity and financial markets have moved
in lip-synch with global markets — mostly downward. Moreover, unlike the
Asian financial crisis of 1997 when Asian countries could export their way out
of the crisis that option no longer looks so viable. This time Asia must find its
own solutions and in doing, so help the rest of the world.
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Economic Crisis: What about Child Rights?
MAHESH PATEL
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All national governments (except those of Somalia and the USA) have ratified
the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), promising to uphold basic
rights to education, health care and protection of children (UN, 1989). Most
of these countries are now undergoing an economic crisis and experiencing a
tension between their legal obligation to uphold these rights of children and
their declining fiscal space. Some countries are proposing decreases in social
sector budgets, in many cases as a result of International Monetary Fund (IMF)
pressure, which despite some Keynesian perspectives on the current need for
fiscal stimuli, often continues to include strong fiscal austerity conditionalities
in crisis loans (TWN, 2009). Does decreasing social sector expenditures on
children during a time of economic crisis constitute a violation of the respon-
sibility of a national government, the primary duty bearer for realization of
children’s rights according to its ratification of the CRC?

INCREASING IMPORTANCE OF HUMAN RIGHTS
The Human Rights Approach to Development has become an increasingly
important frame of reference on issues ranging from the identification of gross
violations of human rights and high profile prosecutions in the International
Criminal Court, to the alignment of national legislative frameworks and
development plans with international obligations relating to children’s rights to
health, education and protection, as required following ratification of the CRC.
The cornerstone of the Human Rights approach is the Universal Declaration
of Human Rights (UDHR), adopted by the UN General Assembly in 1948,
with the resounding starting point “Whereas recognition of the inherent dig-
nity and of the equal and inalienable rights of all members of the human family
is the foundation of freedom, justice and peace in the world...” (UN, 1948).
Being “inalienable”, in the sense that they are not contingent upon the laws,
customs, beliefs, or status of a particular society or polity, all human rights
explicitly continue to apply in times of crisis.

CONVENTION ON THE RIGHTS OF THE CHILD
The Convention on the Rights of the Child is the most widely ratified of current
Human Rights Instruments and provides fundamental norms that States are
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obligated to incorporate in domestic legislation and policy implementation. The
following articles of the CRC are important in light of the potential conse-
quences that fiscal austerity based decreases in social services may have on the
education and health of children and their participation in child labour, three key
issues covered in detail elsewhere in this special issue of Global Social Policy.

On Health:

Article 24: States Parties recognize the right of the child to the enjoyment of
the highest attainable standard of health and to facilities for the treatment of
illness and rehabilitation of health. States Parties shall strive to ensure that no
child is deprived of his or her right of access to such health care services.

On Education:

Article 28: States Parties recognize the right of the child to education, and
with a view to achieving this right progressively and on the basis of equal
opportunity, they shall, in particular:

(a) Make primary education compulsory and available free to all.

On Child Labour:

Article 32: States Parties recognize the right of the child to be protected from
economic exploitation and from performing any work that is likely to be haz-
ardous or to interfere with the child’s education, or to be harmful to the child’s
health or physical, mental, spiritual, moral or social development.

KEY PRINCIPLES OF THE CONVENTION

ON THE RIGHTS OF THE CHILD

These crucial rights of children are highly at risk during times of crisis as gov-
ernments and families, faced with declining revenues, are forced to reallocate
their limited resources. Article 4 of the CRC states that “With regard to
economic, social and cultural rights, States Parties shall undertake (all appro-
priate legislative, administrative, and other) measures to the maximum extent
of their available resources and, where needed, within the framework of co-
operation” (CRC, 1989).

The reference to “available resources” recognizes that realization of chil-
dren’s rights can be hampered by a lack of resources. This provision of the
CRC has been perceived as allowing leeway to low income economies not to
be penalized for failing to immediately provide unaffordable benefits and to
allow for a phased “gradual realization” of rights. The principle of gradual
realization could also be perceived as allowing leeway for decreased provision
of services in times of economic crisis, even in middle-income countries, if
resources availability suddenly decreases.

Two additional human rights principles stand out as especially relevant in
times of crisis: “non-retrogression” and “non-discrimination”. The principle
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of “non-retrogression” purports to ensure that rights maintain at least their
initial level of realization. This principle reinforces the UDHR principle that
rights are inalienable in stating that attainment of a specific level of realiza-
tion of a right must not be deliberately relinquished, again even in times of
crisis. The principle of “non-discrimination” guarantees that rights apply
irrespective of “...race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or other opin-
ion, national, ethic or social origin, property, disability, birth or other status”.
It is pertinent because, as will be shown in other papers in this special issue of
Global Social Policy, it is often the poor, the rural populations, and minority
ethnic groups that suffer the most in times of crisis.

HUMAN RIGHTS AS A FOUNDATION OF DEVELOPMENT

The Human Development Report (UNDP, 2000) noted that “Human rights
and human development are close enough in motivation to be congruous and
compatible, and they are different enough in strategy and design to supplement
each other fruitfully.” The United Nations Millennium Declaration (UN, 2000)
explicitly links human rights commitments and development goals. It calls on
States to “spare no effort to free our fellow men, women and children from the
abject and dehumanizing conditions of extreme poverty ...” One important
component of the Millennium Declaration was Millennium Development
Goal 8, which recognized developed countries’ responsibilities as donors and
to “Develop further an open, rule-based, predictable, non-discriminatory
trading and financial system,” a comment that seems particularly apt today
when financial system collapse in the developed world is dragging down devel-
oping countries, throwing millions of people back into poverty.

In some respects, the International Financial Institutions (IFIs) are moving
closer to recognition that they have societal, as well as economic performance,
responsibilities. The IMF is the organization that has gained the most from
stimulus funding proposals. It has dropped some of its fiscal austerity ideology
and it is hoped that it will also eventually recognize that, while economies
generally recover from economic crises, stunted children do not. The World
Bank and Asian Development Bank are increasingly funding social safety nets
and mechanisms such as conditional cash transfers to people at risk in their
stimulus packages. This is still some distance from recognition that the econ-
omy exists to sustain people, rather than the other way around, but these are
positive signs.

THE FINANCIAL COST OF PROTECTING CHILDREN

Clearly, much more is needed, especially when the scales of events and mag-
nitudes of costs are compared in financial terms. Many East Asian economies
have for some time been growing at 7% — 10% per annum. Total education
expenditure is about 3% — 4% of GDP (UNESCAP, 2008). Total expenditure
on primary education is probably 1% — 2% of GDP. This is a very small frac-
tion of cumulative growth over the last decade: a 7% rate of growth for a
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decade increases GDP by 100% and a 10% rate of growth increases it by
160%. Reducing primary education expenditure by half could perhaps save a
paltry 1% of GDP. This move would condemn half the children currently in
school to dropping out of school. The likelihood is that they would enter the
labour market and never resume school.

In East Asia, government expenditures on health care are currently or about
half of those on education, about 2% of GDP in most countries (UNESCAP,
2008). Expenditures on primary health care, the services most used by chil-
dren and by the poor, are about half of that total. Closing down the entire pri-
mary health care system could perhaps save 1% of GDP. No children would
be immunized, births in rural areas would be unattended, salt would not be
iodized, children would not be de-wormed or receive vitamin A supplements —
the list of very low cost measures that are saving the lives of large numbers of
children is a long one (see Bhutta 2009 in this issue). The savings that could
be achieved by curtailing them are correspondingly scant.

Allocating the bulk of counter-cyclical stimulus measures to infrastructure
such as dams and highways is clearly financially and economically attractive to
many. Certainly it is true that the primary mandate of the IFIs is caring for the
global economy rather than for sick children, and that s a task they have done
their best to fulfill, despite some unfortunate past errors and some rather
encouraging recent changes of direction. So perhaps a reminder is timely.
People participate in the economy so that it will sustain them and so it will
ensure the survival, education and development of their children. The econ-
omy exists only to serve people. It has no needs. It has no rights.
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