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PRESS RELEASE

UNICEF Regional Report on Child Poverty

On 18 October UNICEF Country Representative Ms. Hongwei Gao launched the Regional UNICEF report Social Monitor 2006 – Understanding Child Poverty in South Eastern Europe and the Commonwealth of Independent States. 
Participants – who included government officials, representatives from the donor community, civil servants and the media - were alarmed by the countries indicators showing an increase in infant and child mortality rates, high maternal mortality rate, very low access for pre-school education and decline of the quality of education.
The study reveals that since 1998, despite some economic recovery and growth, children have not benefited from the growth equally as adults. It highlights that poverty can and does affect children in different ways from adults, and for this reason children need more attention and visibility in the poverty debate. 

During her address, Ms. Hongwei Gao, UNICEF Country Representative, commended the Government on their commitment to increase public budget allocation to education to 5% of GDP, however called on the government and the international community to increase their support to social sector development and to children in particular to address these issues. 
“The future of the region depends on a healthy and educated generation, which will require a better use of resources and more generous support from the international community. Children’s poverty needs to be addressed in order to reduce the probability of them remaining poor as adults and to avoid the transfer of poverty from generation to generation,” said Ms. Gao.

Since 2002 Macedonia’s infant mortality rate has increased and in comparison to SEE countries in 2004, excluding Albania and Romania, Macedonia has the highest infant mortality rate at 13.2 per 1000 live births. The situation is the same in terms of maternal mortality rate: in 2004 Macedonia had the highest maternal mortality rate in comparison to SEE countries excluding Albania and Romania at 12.89 per 100,000. 
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While Macedonia has very good enrollment rates in primary education, the report exams the quality of education using results of internationally accepted tests in sciences and literacy. The results from tests in mathematics from surveys of 13-year-old children attending school in 2003 show that average scores in Macedonia are somewhat lower than the scores of other children in Europe. Bulgaria with a median score of 474, Romania 475, Slovenia 493, Serbia 477 – Macedonia’s results are closer to developing countries and have dropped from 447 in 1999 to 435 in 2003.
The results for the region in the 2001 Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS), another international survey of learning achievement concerned primarily with literacy rates, show a mixed picture, with Bulgaria among the world’s best performing countries, Russia and Romania with results over the international average, and Moldova and the Macedonia with performances under the international benchmarks.
The report initiated public debate on the need to strengthen social sector development and received wide media coverage, with several follow-up interviews with Ms. Gao including on BBC radio (programme in Macedonian language) and in the daily newspaper Dnevnik where Ms. Gao stated, “Investment in children’s education and health is the best investment any country can make”.  
