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Firm evidence of the impact of armed con-
flict on children’s exclusion is limited, in
part because of gaps in research and data
collection on the numbers of children
caught up in conflict. Nevertheless, the
available linkages are indicative of the
extent of exclusion – and alarming. Of the
12 countries where 20 per cent or more of
children die before the age of five, nine have
suffered a major armed conflict in the past
five years (see Figure 2.3: Most of the coun-
tries where 1 in 5 children die before five
have experienced major armed conflict since
1999, page 14), and 11 of the 20 countries
with the most elevated rates of under-five
mortality have experienced major armed
conflict since 1990. Armed conflict also has
devastating effects on primary school enrol-
ment and attendance. For example, the nine
conflict-affected countries where 1 in 5 chil-
dren dies before the age of five have an
average net primary school attendance ratio
of 51 per cent for boys and 44 per cent for
girls, well below the corresponding averages
of 60 and 55, respectively, for the least
developed countries as a whole.8

The breakdown in governance that often
accompanies armed conflict and the destruc-
tion caused to public administration and
infrastructure are key reasons for the high
rates of under-five mortality and low rates
of educational participation and attainment.
But armed conflict is not the only form of
state failure. ‘Fragile’ States are character-
ized by weak institutions with high levels of
corruption, political instability and weak
rule of law.9 Such States often lack the
resources to adequately support an efficient
public administration.10 As the government
is often incapable of providing basic services
to its citizens, the standard of living in these
countries can degenerate both chronically
and acutely. 

Tragically, these governance failures result in
children becoming more excluded from
essential services. Children living in coun-
tries that are unable to implement national
development strategies to meet the MDGs
will be among those most at risk of missing
out on whatever benefits are derived from
the Millennium agenda. One such country is
Haiti, already the poorest country in the
Americas by most indicators and plagued by

political violence for most of its recent his-
tory. The country has seen a further deterio-
ration in child well-being amid the political
turmoil of the last two years. Access to edu-
cation has been affected by hikes in school
fees, and some 60 per cent of rural house-
holds still suffer from chronic food insecuri-
ty, with 20 per cent extremely vulnerable.

Another example of a fragile State is
Somalia, a country that has long been
among the least developed. Its progress 
on human development has been further
constrained by the lack of a functioning
national administration since 1991. Over
this 14-year period, progress on human
development has been scant, with rival 
warring factions claiming jurisdiction over
specific territories. The result is starkly
apparent in education: The net primary
attendance ratio is lower than anywhere 
else in the world, at just 12 per cent for
boys and 10 per cent for girls, according 
to the latest estimates.11 The recent 
re-establishment of schooling by many 
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Figure 2.4: ‘Fragile’ States* are among the poorest

* Countries with weak policy/institutional frameworks. A list can be found in the
References section, p. 91.

Sources: World Bank, 2004 Country Policy and Institutional Assessment (CPIA), Overall
Rating, Fourth and Fifth Quintiles; and World Development Indicators 2005. 


