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NUTRITION
Of the 10 million children under age five who die in developing countries each year – the vast majority from causes that can easily be prevented or treated – under-nutrition shares the blame in over half.  

Almost one third of young children in poor countries are undernourished.  150 million are underweight for their age, while another 175 million are stunted from chronic under-nourishment.  Their bodies are pushed to the brink of survival by lack of lifesaving nutrients, making them easy prey for disease, diarrhoea and parasitic infections.
Under-nourished children who survive often have weakened immune systems and lifelong physical and mental disabilities.  Illness, insufficient breastfeeding and shortfalls of food and micronutrients are the most significant immediate causes. These causes are exacerbated by a multitude of other impacts that are common in the developing world--unequal access to food in the home; poor care; inadequate feeding practices; unsafe water and sanitation; and inadequate health care. 
Over two billion women and children worldwide suffer from micronutrient deficiencies – a lack of vital vitamins (Vitamin A and folate) and minerals (iodine, iron and zinc). As well as impacting directly on child survival, vitamin and mineral deficiency is estimated to cost some countries the equivalent of more than five per cent of their gross national product in lost lives, physical and mental disability and foregone productivity.  

Emergencies are increasingly an important cause of under-nutrition in children.  Conflict, disasters and displacement leave them vulnerable to ill-health, and they often lose out when there is competition for scarce resources. 

Yet, the world has affordable and sustainable solutions. In just twelve years—between 1998 and 2000--vitamin A supplementation saved a million young lives. During the same period, breastfeeding saved more than 60 million lives. For children in poor countries to go on dying of completely preventable causes is incomprehensible given the tools and know-how the world now has in its grip.

A Call For Change
Children have the right to good nutrition. When world leaders adopted the Millennium Development Goals, they reaffirmed their obligation to protect that right. All 189 member states pledged specifically to eradicate extreme poverty and hunger by 2015. 
We already have the experience, skills and equipment to turn around illness and under-nutrition in most of the world. The tools to save lives are not expensive— a one year dose of 2 vitamin A supplements costs a few cents, and support for exclusive breastfeeding only a few cents more. Antibiotics to treat pneumonia can cost as little as 15 cents, while a child can be immunized against six major childhood disease for as little as $15. It costs only a few cents to fully protect a child from vitamin A deficiency for one year.

UNICEF in action

Since its inception in 1946, UNICEF has been working to meet the nutritional needs of children. Because the full array of child rights can only be fulfilled when children have a strong foundation, UNICEF devotes more than half its programme budget to early childhood.  

 
UNICEF works with governments across the globe to eliminate iodine deficiency through the universal iodization of salt. Over 70 per cent of the developing world's households now use iodized salt and over 90 million children are protected from severe mental impairment. 

To prevent Vitamin A deficiency UNICEF works with its partners to distribute Vitamin A supplements, fortify foods and promote methods, including gardening, to improve diets.   Vitamin A supplementation has been associated with a reduction in excess mortality of up to 35% among preschool children.
Through the Low Birth Weight Prevention Initiative, currently piloted in 11 countries, UNICEF provides multi-micronutrient supplements for pregnant women.  
UNICEF advocates with the public and private sector to encourage standard fortification of staple foods like flour.  The fortification movement is now gaining momentum across the world.
In more than 40 countries, UNICEF supports growth monitoring in health facilities and communities, generating information that is used by caregivers and local health workers to assess child growth, analyze the causes of any problems that exist, and determine necessary action.

UNICEF promotes the best start to life by helping to ensure good antenatal care and nutrition.  It also supports exclusive breastfeeding in response to the Global Strategy for Infant and Young Child Feeding.  This strategy encourages Baby-Friendly Hospital practices, ensuring that hospitals become centres of breastfeeding support and learning for future health workers. It also advocates for governments to legislate and implement the International Code of Marketing of Breastmilk Substitutes and adopt protective maternity legislation. To date, more than 79 have adopted the Code and more than 18,000 hospitals have been certified as “baby-friendly.”  
Recognizing that combining support for good nutrition and development has a greater impact than either alone, UNICEF strives to link efforts to improve child nutrition with an improved learning environment through parent education programmes, comprehensive child-care centers, and health and nutrition workers’ counselling on child development.  
Every year, over 10 million children die before reaching their fifth birthday, most from preventable causes. That is approximately, 30, 000 children per day. Another 300 million children suffer from illnesses caused by lack of clean water, poor nutrition and inadequate health services and care.   Helping families ensure that their children survive and reach school age healthy and well-nourished, safe and confident and ready to learn is at the heart of UNICEF’s mission.  Working in 158 countries, UNICEF is helping the world achieve the 2015 Millennium Development Goals by making every child's right to survive and thrive our top priority.
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