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Message Representative
UNICEF-Bangladesh

This year’s theme for the Child Rights Week, 2012 is “from conception to five years,
children need special and quality care”. By selecting this theme, the Government of
Bangladesh has indicated the importance that it has attached to this issue.

Bangladesh has achieved commendable progress in the field of early childhood care and
development in terms of policy and programmes. The government has already introduced
child development interventions targeting early years such as day-care centres, early
learning centres, pre-schools throughout relevant government agencies, including the
Directorate of Social Services, Department of Women Affairs, Directorate of Prisons and
the Directorate of Primary Education. 8,700 early learming centres and pre-schools have
been set-up across the country resulting in nearly 8 lakhs pre-school graduates. Early
childhood development has been incorporated in the curriculum of medical colleges; in the
training of front line workers of the health and family planning department. Early Learning
and Development Standards (ELDS) have been drafted and under validation now by
competent agencies. Another significant development is the inclusion of a preschool
strategy as integral part of the Third Primary Education Development Programme
(PEDF3).

Registration of births is a universal right of children. The birth registration rate for children
aged under-five increased from 9.8 per cent in 2006 to 33.6 per cent in 2009, a very
significant achievement that makes the goal of universal birth registration a real possibility
in the near future.

Exclusive breastfeeding rate for children under six months of age increased from 34% to
64% during the last five years after a stagnation period of one and a half decade. More than
90% children under 5 years of age are receiving vitamin A supplementation and
deworming tablets every six months, No polio case has been reported in last six years, 80%
children are being fully vaccinated by 12 months of age against 8 infectious diseases,

The latest estimates on child mortality generated by the UN Inter-agency Group on Child
Mortality were released on 13 September 2012. These estimates show that the mortality
rate of children aged 0 to 5 years was 46 per 1,000 live births in 2011, which means that
Bangladesh has achieved the Millennium Development Goal for Child Survival. This 15 a
remarkable achievement. Bangladesh has been widely acclaimed by the international
community for its continuous success in addressing the issues of child and maternal
mortality and has been awarded with the UN Millennium Award 2010 as recognition of its
achievement. An expanded cadre of community health workers, the expansion of behavior
change and women’'s empowerment programs, maternal education and poverty reduction
strategies, have all been key contributing factors.

Additional gains in early childhood care and development will hinge on further reductions
of deprivations and disparities. In Bangladesh, 2009 household survey data indicate that
the under-five mortality rate in slums is 79 per cent higher than the overall urban rate and
44 per cent higher than the rural rate. Recent evidence show that an equity-focused set of
strategies which prioritize quality health care and nutrition for the poorest and most
deprived children are not only just and equitable, but are also technically feasible and can
save many more lives for every USS1 million expended.

In Bangladesh, 43% of under five children are stunted, a condition that reflect chronic
deficiency in nutrition during the first 1,000 days of a child’s life — from conception,
through pregnancy, to the age of two. Slow growth during this period 18 irreversible. A
stunted five-year old 1s inches shorter than he or she could have been. But it 15 not simply
an issue of height. Chronic malnutrition makes a child more vulnerable to disease. A
stunted child is five times more likely to die from diarrhea than a non-stunted child. Most
importantly, a stunted child will never reach his or her full cognitive capacity — unable to
learn as much nor earn as much throughout life.

Combatting stunting is one of the most cost-effective investments a country can make. The
science is clear and the returns are high. It is time to recognize nutritional status not just as
a marker of progress but as importantly as a maker of progress — and a key to more
sustainable development. The Scaling Up Nutrition (SUN) Movement, of which
Bangladesh is an initiating partner, provides an important window of opportunity to
galvanize and mobilize all stakeholders to come together and commit to achieving some
ambitious but realistic nutrition targets.

As always, UNICEF will work for the children of Bangladesh and around the world to
make sure that they reach their full potential and have a brighter future,

I wish every success for Child Rights Week, 2012.
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Dr. Pascal Villeneuve




