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The South Asia region is experiencing some of the highest levels worldwide of child poverty and the worst forms of child deprivation, with more than half of its over half a billion children experiencing absolute poverty and 4/5 being deprived of at least one basic need (see the table). This is happening on the background of recent progress on MDGs, with significant reductions in poverty measured on the $1 (PPP)/day definition having been achieved by Maldives – where no poverty is currently officially reported -, India, Nepal and Pakistan in particular. In the other countries, however, poverty levels have stayed unchanged, such as in Bangladesh, or have even increased as in Sri Lanka.
 
	Percentage of children living in poverty by region

	Region
	% Children in absolute poverty
	% Children severely deprived of at least one basic need

	Sub-Saharan Africa
	62
	82

	Central & West Asia
	9
	31

	East Asia & Pacific
	9
	30

	Latin America & Caribbean
	15
	32

	Middle East & North Africa
	35
	61

	South Asia
	54
	81

	Developing World total
	34
	57

	Source: Townsend Centre for International Policy Research, http://www.bristol.ac.uk/poverty/child%20poverty.html 


The wide variation in poverty incidence is coupled with growing inequality and disparity in the countries which can boast significant progress in poverty reduction, and this is most conspicuous in Bhutan, Maldives as well as India – the three countries which reinforce the region’s image of the ‘South Asian paradox’  - the highest economic growth rates worldwide with deteriorating or stagnant social and human development. 
The inequality is manifest across all aspects of a child’s life – health, education, protection etc., with children from poor families, disadvantaged locations, socially marginalised groups etc. usually experiencing worse outcomes than the richer and more privileged groups. As one example among many, malnutrition levels in all countries are highest among children in the households in the bottom income quintile. For instance, in Nepal, almost three times as many children under 5 are underweight in the poorest quintile at 47% compared to the richest at 19%.
 Moreover, poverty is closely related to the other exclusion and deprivation vectors, such as caste for instance, which exacerbate the negative outcomes. For instance, in India, 37% of Scheduled Castes in rural areas and 40% in urban areas are below the poverty line compared to 23% for other groups in both urban and rural areas
. 
In respond to the challenges of poverty and disparity affecting the situation of children and families, UNICEF Country Offices in South Asia are engaged in analytical and technical work on child poverty and disparities, as well as assist government counterparts in shaping policies to help families raising children and children overcome the poverty trap. To cite a few examples, in Afghanistan and Pakistan, UNICEF has supported the government in the design of social protection strategies as a way to consolidate the various existing social protection schemes and developing a vision for long-term social protection for addressing poverty and deprivation. In Bhutan, UNICEF assisted the government in conducting the Living Standards Survey and included work on poverty analysis based on the survey data along six dimensions of child poverty: water, sanitation, shelter, education, health, and access to information.
 In India, UNICEF has been engaged in child budgeting exercises, with the first review and de-composition of the union budget by child-focused programmes achieved in 2007 - “Child budgeting: Outlays to Outcomes”. The emphasis is on understanding the planning and budgeting processes and the resulting impacts for children, as basis for mounting a concerted advocacy campaign for improving planning processes, procedures and outcomes for children. The study revealed the bottlenecks in planning, budgeting and service delivery that constrain the effective utilisation of public resources for children.
 This methodology is proposed to be further replicated at the state level, as it would contribute to better evidence-based policy-making for better outcomes for children. In Nepal, UNICEF is advocating for introducing a child benefit as a building block in a full-fledged formal social protection system, and providing technical support together with ILO through analysis and costing of alternative social protection packages. 
In 2006, all the countries were brought under the umbrella of the UNICEF Global Child Poverty and Disparities Project, as one of the Focus Area 5 priority areas, along with decentralisation of service delivery, social protection, CRC/CEDAW implementation, and social budgeting. It is funded through global thematic funds for policy work by the Spanish Government. To study aims to strengthen the profile of children at the national policy table, in particular influence the economic and social policies that affect resource allocations, and make children a priority in national programmes that impact the poverty of families with children and the health, education and protection needs of children living in poor, vulnerable households, unsafe circumstances, and/or disadvantaged communities.

The decision to embark on the global study was prompted by the fact that: 

· Although most MDGs are about the situation of children and women, millions of women and children are left behind even in countries that have improved on average

· Most countries have been unable to set an economic agenda that eliminates poverty at the rate foreseen by the MDGs

· Inequality has persisted or even increased in many countries in part because poverty reduction strategies and development plans have struggled to be pro-poor and to help disadvantaged populations 

· The rights and needs of children are often placed below other priorities, leading to lost opportunities in terms of both economic and human development.

The ground work for the global child poverty and disparities project was laid in a previous study commissioned by UNICEF based on an innovative methodology of multi-dimensional child deprivation developed by the University of Bristol
 reported in the Child deprivation in the developing world report, which brought out the significant challenges of child poverty and inequality. This methodology was subsequently refined into what UNICEF proposes to use globally in the Child Poverty and Disparities Study. 
Methodologically, the Study aims to explore two perspectives: 1) how poverty impacts children, including the factors that contribute to disparities and child outcomes, and 2) how public policies and private and civil society efforts address these outcomes, i.e. to identify the linkages between policy and child outcomes. It adopts a three-pronged approach that focuses on an analysis of poverty through a progressively specific analytical lens by looking at: i) gaps and opportunities in national poverty reduction strategies, including demographic and economic context, public and private social expenditures, and foreign aid; ii) poverty and disadvantage of families with children, with a focus on the main pillars of child-wellbeing: health, education, nutrition, child protection, and social protection; iii) how public policies could more effectively reduce child deprivations by providing better services and protection for children and by fulfilling the rights of all children in the particular country context. The analysis is proposed to be conducted at three levels: country, family and child, including in terms of identifying the disparities and correlates and factors that determine child outcomes for different groups of children, including children living outside of families, and in different areas of the country.
 The data sources used would be mainly Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys and Demographic and Health Survey, but also Living Standards Survey, Household Income and Expenditure Surveys, Censuses and other relevant national sources. 
Ultimately, the Study aims:  

· To influence social policy debates in order to improve access, use and equity and efficacy of social services and benefits, and to strengthen related programmes and partnerships in a macroeconomic environment that is pro-poor, balancing growth with social progress, stability and increased equality, with the ultimate goal of supporting efforts aimed at protecting children from risk, adversity and disadvantage. In the long term, it would inform UNICEF Situation Analysis which would strengthen its policy-focused analysis, in which child outcomes would be linked to laws, policies, social programmes and budgets.

· To generate evidence, insights and networks that can be used as leverage to influence national development plans, to fine-tune poverty reduction strategies, national development strategy etc, and to bring a child’s face to MDG progress in the country.

While each individual country response would be comprehensively analysed as a significant component of the study, a quick glance at the country policy work points to an overall favourable framework focused on poverty reduction. Thus, SAARC member states have responded to the plight of poor families and children in South Asia through national policies and programmes, such as are included in the Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers or National Development Plans of which some explicitly adopted  child lense (e.g. Nepal’s 3-year Interim Development Plan, or India’s 11th 5-Yearn Plan). 

At the regional level, there are several regional mechanisms and commitments guiding poverty reduction work and include: the SAARC Social Charter, the SAARC Development Goals 2005-2010 ‘An Engagement with Hope’, and the Regional Conventions, as well as by declaring 2006-2015 as the SAARC Decade on Poverty Alleviation
. In Article III of the Charter, the member states have accorded a significant attention to the imperative of poverty alleviation as 
“South Asia's poor could constitute a huge and potential resource, provided their basic needs are met and they are mobilized to create economic growth”. 
SAARC member states emphasise the need for creating income-generating activities for the poor, and assuring ‘a nutritional standards approach towards the satisfaction of basic needs of South Asian poor’ etc. These and other measures are meant to empower and irreversibly link the poor to ‘the mainstream of development’. 
The SAARC Development Goals (SDGs) also adopt a progressive and forward-looking perspective on poverty by recognising that the poverty alleviation process is progressive, with the poor having to climb the ladder of poverty reduction, which requires that the poor develop a stake in the growth process, with opportunities for them as participants and measures adopted to ensure the equity consequences of growth. 

Furthermore, 8 out of the 22 SDGs address the livelihoods (poverty situation) of families in South Asia with a strong focus on income poverty, by recognising that some economies are semi-monetised with the poor not getting their subsistence through the market place. They also propose looking at adequate nutrition and dietary improvement, because poverty reduction should not be only about reducing starvation but also about enjoying a healthy life. In addition to income poverty, SDGs cover non-income poverty under the health, education and environment goals. Moreover, SDGs propose specific measures for women and children recognising the many social and institutional barriers that women and children face in the pursuit of their livelihoods and social life. Most importantly, SDGs are progressive in adopting separate goals for the participation of the poor and of women in anti-poverty policies and programmes and for access to affordable justice. 
In reference to the particular situation of children, the SAARC Convention on Regional Arrangement for the Promotion of Child Welfare in South Asia reaffirms SAARC members commitment to prioritise children’s survival, protection, development and participatory rights, and the need for the progressive universalisation of access to basic services – education, healthcare, with special attention to the prevention of disease and malnutrition, as the cornerstone of survival and development, as well as social protection (safety nets). All member states are urged to adopt legislative reform, laws and policies and other measures that would ensure implementation of the Convention.  
The above commitments were translated in 2004 into concrete policy measures under the SAARC Plan of Action on Poverty Alleviation
, where member states explicitly recognised that,
“the problem of poverty in South Asia needs to be tackled from a multi-dimensional aspect…”

It thus proposes looking at macroeconomic management policies to address the quality and pattern of growth, fiscal discipline, public sector management and delivery systems, outcome-based spending on poverty reduction, as well as policies for equitable socio-economic development and social protection measures to address the situation of the poor and vulnerable. It is expected that these internally oriented policies together with some externally oriented policies focusing on improvements in ODA, market access to developed countries, and reduced burden of multi-lateral borrowing and external debt, could bring a substantial improvement in the situation of the poor in South Asia.  
This shift towards a multi-dimensional understanding, measurement and response to poverty and the urge to look at policy outcomes observed in the SAARC region over the last decade resonates with UNICEF’s shift towards a holistic and multi-dimensional definition of child poverty reflected in the methodology for the Global Child Poverty and Disparities Study. 
It is worth noting that the global child poverty study is currently implemented in almost 50 UNICEF countries worldwide. Among the UNICEF regions, the ROSA region is the only one where all countries decided to participate in this comprehensive multi-dimensional assessment of child poverty and of policies in order to assist governments and partners in accelerating implementation of the commitments under the SAARC regional instruments as well as under the national development strategies and action plans. It has thus become a laudable collegiate and collective effort at strengthening the profile of children at the policy table and influencing economic and social policies and resource allocations for achieving better outcomes for children in view of the growing income inequality and disparities nationally and regionally. 
The ROSA Regional Technical Meeting on Child Poverty and Disparities, which proposes to gather researchers, government counterparts, and colleagues from UNICEF country offices, regional office and headquarters, would thus be a forum for all to: 

· Get an update on the UNICEF global social policy agenda and social policy priority areas and how the child poverty and disparities project fits into the overall direction of FA5

· Discuss the conceptual and analytical framework on the child poverty and disparities project face to face with the authors 
· Get an update on existing alternative methodologies and tools, discuss the advantages and challenges of each, how the UNICEF global child poverty and disparities methodology differs from the others and what its value added is at the country, regional and global level
· Exchange experience with colleagues in other countries, government counterparts, global partner research institutes, and implementing the global UNICEF child poverty and disparities methodology in their countries 
· Discuss the challenges and opportunities using the findings and policy recommendations for engaging in national development processes 
· Contribute to the research design of the regional synthesis report on child poverty and disparities, and
· Interact and network with like-minded policy-concerned colleagues in NY, ROSA and COs in the region, as well as research institutes, government, and SAARC.  
The discussions at the Regional Meeting are expected to contribute to several major outcomes: 
· A better understanding of definitions, concepts and measurements of poverty and of child poverty and disparities in particular 
· Further refining of the research design, research process, and advocacy strategies in the countries participating in the child poverty and disparities study
· Outlining major themes and accents for the regional synthesis study and advocacy strategy with SAARC, other regional partners and donors, and
· Strengthening the social policy network in the ROSA region and globally.
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