unl z the putiook may
B grivn for many, i palesin
comparison with the plight of poor
famities in other countries in our
CEEION.

s the Asia-Facific region, where
ahout 604 million people live in
poverty — on $USL (8l4lyaday or
less — the impact of the food and
soonomic orises has been
devasiating.

The impact s so great it threatens
o unwing vears of progress in
poverty alleviation, ehild survival
and edusation. A 10 per cent
increase in food prices is estimated
to have pushed 105 milion more
people into poverly — 2 reversal of
ahout seven vears’ work of poverty
reduetion alone. In most countries,
price increases of food consumed by
neonis who are poor have been
greater than 10 per cent

Impoverished families in Asia
spend 40 to 60 per cent of their
moome on food. Analysis of the
impact of the multiple trises of
feroved, Fuel and finance on children’s
tves commissionad by the United
Nations Childrea’s Pund shows that
a 26 per cent increase in food prices
is enough to push them io the brink
of starvation.

Yetat a tme when social
spending and investment in
programs profecting children are
most needed, they may be the first to
B cut if the experionces of past
SCOROMIC Crises Arg MIrrored,

Dhiring the Asian financial crisis,
rample, public health spending
Thailand it declined
1998 compared with
the previous year, and total public
nealth erpenditures in lndongsia fell

i 1998 and a turther
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& 10 per cent increass i food prices is estimated to have pushed 105 mitlion mere poopde inte poverty.

financial crisis that many families
were unable to keep up their strong
cultural commilinent to education
and therelore many children were
forced to drop out of school,
Secondary schoot enrolmentin
Indonesia dropped by 11 percent
and by & per cent in the Philippines.
Research commissioned by
UMICEF reports that the mortality
rate among children younger than
five years in severely affected
couniries in South-Rast Asia and the
Pacific could increase by 3to 11 per
cent éue £ the orises. The fear is that
the recent orisis could also increase
the prevalence of low birth weight
by 4 to 10 per cent. Rates of
childhood stunting (already highin
this region sould riss by J 1o 7 per
cent and wasting by 810 16 per cant,

!

As 28 per cond of children under
the age of five are alicady
anderweight, the region is far
behind its United Mations
wllenninm Development Geal of
reducing hunger. The erises willno
doubt grossly impede efforts o
reach that goal

WMost of the governments in the
Asia-Pacific region have responded
£ the food prics increases with
social protection schemes such as
price cantrols, subsidies, cash
transter for foad, sehool fesding
programs, guarantesd compulsory
education, inglusive education oy
financial incentives for teacher
education

®any have buili on existing social
protection systems, reflecting
growing consensus on the
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hportanes of social protection.

Tt inadequate coverage s still an
igsue, Most countries in the reglon
— including the poorest G1es —
have only limited coverage if they
have a social protection program at
all. Many programs are not
prepared to cope with the “new
poor " — the previous “near poor”
who have been pushied into the mire
of poverty.

{1 response and in expectation of
5 worsening situation, UNICEF s
this week bringing together about
156 regional declsion-malkers,
including finance winisters, senior
government offictals, academics
and other experts for g conference
addressing the impast of the crises
an chitdren. The meeting will be
beld atthe Loe Kuan Yew Schoolof

Public Policy, National University
of Bingapors, with the support of
the Singaporean Ministry of
Foreign Affairs

1t is hoped this gathering will i
wnderfine the mnportance at this
time of not cutting back on social
spending. Now more than ever we
need to maintain — orscaleup —
measures to protect children.

Ror countries such as Australia
this crigis off our shoves highlights
the importance of its overseas aid
nrogram, The government has
committed to boost overseas aid 1o
0.5 per cent of gross aational
income by 2013, Hard economic
times will of course force any
government to revisit its spending,
but for couniries such as Austratia
the imporiance of malntaining its
aid commitments cannot be
underestimated.

Bolicies and inferventions
designed to prevent poverly raps
from persisting ave of critical
importance to preserve past gains as
well as Further advance economic
and homan development.

Beduced social spending could
not anly derail countries’ progress
sowards achieving the Millennium
Development Groals — the world’s
Blueprint to halve poverty. Tt conld
also have a large apportumity cost in
serms of relinguished Improvements
in human capital and countries’
growth trajectories,

The critical next step for many
countries is to malntain, strengthen
or develop social protection systems
so that they address the structural
features as well as the shock-related
challenges that amplify child
vilperability. There 1s a strong case
for placing childres at the centre of

. social protection svstems, beCause

reaching them is eritical for
breaking the eycle of poverty.
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