Why we have failed our children


UNICEF, which acts as a watchdog keeping an eye on governments’ performance vis-a-vis children, has just released its annual State of the World’s Children report. In it Pakistan cuts a sorry figure. It is inexcusable that this country has failed to take care of its children and provide them the health and protection that are their birthrights. Thus, of the 4.7 million children born every year, nearly 500,000 die before they reach the age of five. Those that survive are not all in a proper state of health — 38 per cent being underweight and 37 per cent stunted, which is a sure indication of malnutrition. It is significant that Unicef’s 2007 report links the well-being of children to the well-being and empowerment of women. As the UN secretary-general observes in his message to Unicef, “When women are healthy, educated and free to take the opportunities life affords them, children thrive and countries flourish.”

It is, therefore, not surprising that those countries where the record for children makes poor reading also happen to be the ones where the status of women is most dismal. Pakistan is a case in point. With low contraceptive prevalence (28 per cent) and antenatal care so poor (36 per cent of pregnant women receive it), women bear too many children and their pregnancies are not sufficiently spaced (total fertility rate 4.00). This affects not just the maternal health of women, it is also a major factor in the high infant mortality rate, low birthweight and the severe undernourishment of children. Besides, educated and confident mothers give birth to healthy babies who do well in all spheres of life. Conversely, when women are denied equal opportunities in a society, children also suffer. This basic truth has now received universal recognition. When the concept of providing protection and care to children, who constitute the most vulnerable segment of society, was addressed seriously by the international community, it realised that women would have to be empowered. It proceeded to adopt the convention on the elimination of all kinds of discrimination against women. The convention on the rights of the child which followed later would have been meaningless if women were not given the capacity to provide the best to their children.

It is strange that in Pakistan the concept of gender equality has yet to win recognition. As the Unicef report points out, when discrimination against women is eliminated it enhances the influence of women on decision-making, not just in the household but also in public life. In the family, women are usually the caregivers and as such play a positive role when they are enabled to make decisions regarding healthcare and the upbringing of children. In public life the input of women becomes a key determinant in shaping government policies that have a bearing on child development and education. It is time we recognised the importance of this issue because the future of the country is linked to the future of our children whose future, in turn, is linked to the status of women. Proclamations about the rights of women have not proved to be enough because they have yet to be translated into action. The failure of Pakistan to promote the equality of the sexes and give women the self-esteem that is essential for them to play a full role in the family and society have proved to be a major factor in our social and human underdevelopment.

