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deprivation and, consequently, are among
those at greatest risk of missing out on the
Millennium agenda. The statistical evidence
of their impoverishment is alarming, partic-
ularly those indicators related to children
and women’s development and well-being
(see Panel: Why children in the least devel-
oped countries risk missing out, page 13). 
In almost all cases, the least developed
countries are lagging far behind the rest 
of the developing world.

Two MDG indicators – under-five mortality
and completion of primary education –
aptly illustrate the risks of exclusion faced
by children living in the least developed
countries. In 2004, 4.3 million children –
one out of every six live births – died before
the age of five in these countries alone.5
Although under-fives in the least developed
countries make up only 19 per cent of the
world’s under-fives, they account for over
40 per cent of all under-five deaths. Of
those who live to reach primary school age,
40 per cent of boys and 45 per cent of girls
will not attend school. Of those who enter
primary school, over one third will not
reach grade five; and around 80 per cent 
of all children of secondary school age will
not attend secondary school.6

Armed conflict and poor governance

escalate the risk of exclusion for children

Armed conflict causes children to miss out
on their childhood in a multitude of ways.
Children recruited as soldiers are denied
education and protection, and are often
unable to access essential health-care 
ser-vices. Those who are displaced,
refugees or separated from their families
face similar deprivations. Conflict height-
ens the risk of children being exposed to
abuse, violence and exploitation – with
sexual violence often employed as a
weapon of war.7  Even those children who
are able to remain with their families, in
their own homes, may face a greater risk
of exclusion because of the destruction of
physical infrastructure, strains on health-
care and education systems, workers and
supplies, and increasing personal insecurity
caused by the conflict or its remnants –
such as landmines and unexploded 
ordnance.
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Figure 2.3: Most of the countries where 1 in 5 

children die before five have experienced

major armed conflict since 1999

Sources: Data on child mortality: UNICEF, United Nations Population Division and United
Nations Statistics Division; Data on major armed conflicts: Stockholm International Peace
Research Institute, SIPRI Yearbook 2005.
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Figure 2.2: Children living in the poorest countries 

are most at risk of missing out on 

primary and secondary school

*Data refer to the most recent year available during the period specified.
** Excludes China.
Sources: Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS) and Multiple Indicator Cluster 
Surveys (MICS). 


