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Four centuries ago, Shakespeare asked us to consider what’s in a name. 


In our time, there is a more practical follow-up question: what’s in a name if  that name is not officially recorded on a birth certificate? 

The answer: not much. A child whose name has not been legally registered at birth is a child at risk. And there are untold millions of them. 

UNICEF estimates that every year, at least 40 million children go unregistered at birth. That is one out of every three newborns – almost all of them in developing countries, where 75 per cent of  the world’s children live.

In a world where 12 million young children die needlessly each year of preventable causes like disease and malnutrition, the lack of an official piece of paper may seem like a minor matter.  

But it is not – far from it. 

As UNICEF explains in The Progress of Nations 1998,  the yearly status report on child rights that I am pleased to present to you today, a birth certificate is a ticket to citizenship – and to all the protections and privileges that a nation can offer its people. 

Not having a birth certificate means that a child is rendered effectively invisible to the State. In many matters, it can be the functional equivalent of having never been born.

With millions of people increasingly on the move because of war, famine, natural disaster or simply to pursue a livelihood,  possessing proof of birth can spell the difference between life and death – especially when children cross national borders.

Birth registration is the State’s first acknowledgement of a child’s existence – and a basic tool for governments to count their citizens so they can plan for schools, health care and other public services. 

But most of all, a birth certificate is a child’s first and most enduring security blanket. A child without a birth certificate is a child without rights – beginning with the right to a legal name and a nationality. 

That right is emphatically set forth in article 7 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child, history’s most universally embraced human rights instrument. It  proclaims that children “shall be registered immediately after birth and shall have the right from birth to a name [and] the right to acquire a nationality.”

The 191 countries that have ratified the Convention are legally and morally obligated to fulfil that pledge. Yet dozens of countries are not in compliance with article 7 because, for a variety of reasons, they lack effective birth-registration systems. In fact, 22 of the countries surveyed by UNICEF for The Progress of Nations said they had no data at all on births.

All of this has profound consequences for the well-being of children.

Consider these facts: 

(  Among the countries where the majority of the world’s children live, most will not permit a child to enrol in school without a birth certificate.

( At least 20 of those countries will not allow an unregistered child to be legally vaccinated. 

( And more than 30 of those countries insist on seeing a birth certificate before a child can be treated in a health centre. 

Children without birth certificates are also more vulnerable to abuse and even death than those fortunate enough to have been registered. 

For example: without that piece of paper, a girl cannot prove she is too young to work. A boy cannot verify that he is too young for military service. And children charged with serious crimes can be subject to harsh adult treatment and penalties if they cannot prove their age.

Unregistered children are also easy prey for sex traffickers, who know that such children are more helpless and less likely to try to escape. 

UNICEF is addressing the birth-registration problem in a variety of ways. 


In Angola , where less than 30 per cent of children have birth certificates, UNICEF and other partners recently helped launch a campaign with the Government whose first stage is aimed at registering up to 2 million children in the capital of Luanda, where a third of the country lives. The effort, which includes a major awareness-building component,  involves a fleet of minibuses and 70 travelling registration officers. Even though the drive has just begun,  it has already reached large numbers of young adults as well as children – so many, in fact, that the Government actually ran out of  blank registration documents last month and had to place an urgent order for more.

In Cambodia, where virtually all civil registration records were destroyed during the Pol Pot regime, UNICEF is working with the Government and a non-governmental organisation to design and implement a new registration system from the ground up. 

And in Cote d’Ivoire, where no birth data is available, UNICEF is collaborating closely with the Government to find ways to streamline registration procedures while raising public awareness of the importance of birth registration – an effort that began in earnest in 1997, during observances marking The Day of the African Child.


But more, much more, needs to be done, starting with action by governments. As The Progress of  Nations urges, States must make the establishment of effective birth-registration systems a priority. This includes educating their citizens about the benefits of  registering their children. At the same time, citizens can help by challenging laws that discriminate against a child’s right to full nationality.


The Progress of Nations 1998 also looks closely at how well governments are ensuring another fundamental child right – the right of children to enjoy the highest attainable standard of health. This year, our report focuses on the worrisome status of the drive for Universal Child Immunisation (UCI). 


The immunisation campaign that began in 1980 succeeded in raising worldwide coverage rates from 5 per cent to an amazing 80 per cent within a decade – an achievement that stands as one of the great success stories in public-health history. 

Because of that effort, 3 million fewer children a year are dying of  measles, tetanus, whooping cough, tuberculosis, polio and diphtheria than in 1980. And at least 750,000 fewer children a year are suffering blindness, paralysis or mental disability as a result of these six major child-killing diseases.  

UNICEF has been in the forefront of this effort, working closely with the World Health Organization (WHO) and our other partners in the Children’s Vaccine Initiative (known as CVI). 

It has been a consistently rewarding collaboration; and until recently, we have had every reason to hope that the drive for universal coverage would continue to expand, eventually reaching the remaining 20 per cent of the world’s children – the poorest of the poor –  who are not being immunised.

Our hopes have been based on two things: First, the fact that the cost of the six basic vaccines has remained remarkably low – about $15  per child, which includes $1 for the vaccines, plus delivery expenses to some of the world’s most remote locales. 

 Second, the fact that the coming generation of new or improved vaccines holds amazing potential. These vaccines, dozens of which are already in the pipeline, will not only shield young children against additional diseases – they will be more economical and easier to administer. And many of them are being designed for ever-younger infants, offering protection for children at a time when they are most vulnerable.

In short, we would seem to have the ingredients for a major new assault on child mortality. 

Yet it has become increasingly obvious that the momentum for universal immunisation is slowing. The proof  can be seen in the 2 million young children who are still dying, year in and year out, of childhood diseases that are wholly preventable through vaccines.

They are dying because many of the world’s poorest children are not even getting a part of the basic immunisation package. In sub-Saharan Africa alone, almost half the young children who should be vaccinated against diphtheria, whooping cough and tetanus are not being immunised. Worldwide, 26 million infants are not receiving that vaccine combination.


The Progress of Nations asks this question: If we can’t immunise these desperately needy children now, using the same low-cost vaccines that are already available, what are the prospects for reaching them with the vaccines of the future? 

The report offers a dramatic demonstration of  the consequences of this waning momentum: the devastating toll being taken by measles, which continues to kill more children under 5 in the developing countries than any other vaccine-preventable disease – 800,000 a year.

One way to gauge a country’s efforts to assure the right of its children to health has been to determine the percentage of children under the age of 1 who are vaccinated against measles. This year, The Progress of  Nations looks at that indicator from a new angle: the percentage of the children under the age of 1 who are not being immunised. The country-by-country numbers, as you will see, are shocking, not only in scale, but in the disparities. 

As The Progress of  Nations shows, of the 800,000 young children who die each year of  measles, 85 per cent are in just 20 countries, mostly in sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia. 

These countries are among the 44 most impoverished in the world – and 32 of them – virtually three-quarters – have seen their overall measles immunisation coverage either slip or remain stagnant. 

There can be no clearer illustration of the state of the drive for universal immunisation than those statistics. 

Happily, a few impoverished countries have won significant victories in the war against measles. How they did it – employing a  combination of national will and a serious financial commitment by donors – is an object lesson in what can be achieved when the right steps are taken. 

In this connection, UNICEF will continue to provide financial assistance to support immunisation programmes in the very poorest countries. And at the same time, UNICEF and WHO, together with other partners, have taken the lead in promoting a strategy designed to help poor, but less financially struggling, governments to work toward vaccine self-sufficiency.

The astonishing achievement of an 80 per cent immunisation coverage rate came about because of  what is arguably the greatest peacetime social mobilisation in history – one involving a vast global coalition of partners, from multilateral institutions and governments to non-governmental organisations, religious and community leaders and private enterprise. 

It is a triumph that shows what we must still do to reach the poorest 20 per cent of the world’s children.   

Our report this year also looks at  the much-neglected situation of  the world’s adolescents, whose well-being is crucial to the future of  all societies. Their right to health and development is central to preventing not only a whole range of immediate threats like HIV/AIDS, substance abuse and violence – but also to staving off a host of later health and nutrition problems that can threaten not only their lives, but their children’s.


Finally, The Progress of Nations 1998 examines the situation of children in industrialised countries, where child mortality rates have been plummeting, but where other problems – including homelessness – pose enduring threats.


I will stop here, in hope that I have given you some sense of  the wide-ranging perspective of The Progress of Nations 1998. I would be happy to take your questions.
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