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Conflict, climate crisis and COVID-19 pose great threats 
to the health of women and children  

  
New York City, 25 September 2020 – Fragile gains made to advance 
women and children’s health are threatened by conflict, the climate crisis and 
COVID-19, according to a new report from Every Woman Every Child.  
 
Protect the Progress: Rise, Refocus, Recover, 2020 highlights that since the 
Every Woman Every Child movement was launched 10 years ago, 
spearheaded by the United Nations Secretary-General, there has been 
remarkable progress in improving the health of the world’s women, children 
and adolescents. For example, under-five deaths reached an all-time 
recorded low in 2019, and more than 1 billion children were vaccinated over 
the past decade. Coverage of immunization, skilled birth attendant and 
access to safe drinking water reached over 80 per cent. Maternal deaths 
declined by 35 per cent since 2000, with the most significant declines 
occurring from 2010. An estimated 25 million child marriages were also 
prevented over the past decade. 

However, conflict, climate instability and the COVID-19 pandemic are putting 
the health and well-being of all children and adolescents at risk. The COVID-
19 crisis, in particular, is exacerbating existing inequities, with reported 
disruptions in essential health interventions disproportionately impacting the 
most vulnerable women and children. At the height of pandemic lockdowns, 
schools were closed in 192 countries, affecting 1.6 billion students. Domestic 
violence and abuse of girls and women increased. Poverty and hunger are 
also on the rise.  

“Even before the COVID-19 pandemic, a child under the age of five died 
every six seconds somewhere around the world,” said Henrietta Fore, 
UNICEF Executive Director. “Millions of children living in conflict zones and 
fragile settings face even greater hardship with the onset of the pandemic. 
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We need to work collectively to meet immediate needs caused by the 
pandemic while also strengthening health systems. Only then can we protect 
and save lives.” 

 

In 2019, 5.2 million children under the age of 5 and 1 million adolescents died 
of preventable causes. Every 13 seconds a newborn baby died. Every hour 
33 women did not survive childbirth; and 33,000 girls a day were forced into 
marriages, usually to much older men.  

The report examines the deep-rooted inequities which continue to deprive 
women, children and adolescents of their rights – noting birthplace as a 
significant determinant of survival. In 2019, 82 percent of under-5 deaths and 
86 percent of maternal deaths were concentrated in sub-Saharan Africa and 
South Asia. Nine in 10 paediatric HIV infections occurred in sub-Saharan 
Africa. Maternal, newborn, child and adolescent mortality rates were 
substantially higher in countries chronically affected by conflict.  

“For too long, the health and rights of women, children, and adolescents have 
received insufficient attention and services have been inadequately 
resourced,” said former Prime Minister of New Zealand and Board Chair of 
the Partnership for Maternal, Newborn and Child Health, Helen Clark. “We 
call on all partners to work together to support governments to strengthen 
health systems and tackle the inequities that constrain progress.”  

The report calls upon the global community to fight COVID-19 while honoring 
and respecting commitments that can improve the lives of women and 
children, and not widen the gap between promise and reality.  

“The COVID-19 pandemic threatens to turn back the clock on years of 
progress in reproductive, maternal, child and adolescent health. This is 
unacceptable,” said Muhammad Ali Pate, Global Director for Health, 
Nutrition and Population at the World Bank Group and Director, Global 
Financing Facility. “The GFF partnership will double down on its efforts 
to engage with partners and countries and honor the global commitment 
to ensure that all women, adolescents and children can access the 
quality, affordable health care they need to survive and thrive.” 
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The past decade of progress to advance the health of women, children and 
adolescents must be protected from the impact of the pandemic and the 
responses to it, the report says.  

“Rapid reversal of hard-fought progress in women’s, children’s and 
adolescents’ health is a real threat,” said Ties Boerma, Director of the 
Countdown to 2030 for Reproductive, Maternal, Newborn, Child and 
Adolescent Health. “As the intensive tracking of the COVID-19 pandemic tells 
us, timely local data are necessary to be able to target actions and prevent 
rising inequalities. Global and country investments in local health information 
systems are much needed to guide the response and protect progress.”  

Without intensified efforts to combat preventable child deaths, 48 million 
children under age 5 could die between 2020 and 2030. Almost half of these 
deaths will be newborns. 
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The report advocates for countries to continue investing in the health of 
all women, children and adolescents, in all crises. 

"As we respond to COVID-19 and reimagine a better future, with 
sustained peace, including at home, we must repeat unequivocally that 
the rights of women and girls are not negotiable. Even in times of crisis – 
especially in times of crisis – their sexual and reproductive health and 
rights must be safeguarded at all costs," said Natalia Kanem, UNFPA 
Executive Director. 

The report argues that the Every Woman Every Child movement is more 
critical than ever as we step into the SDG Decade of Action in the midst 
of the worst global health crisis of a generation. The momentum of the 
movement must continue to champion multilaterialism, to mobilize action 
across all sectors to safeguard the tremendous investments and gains 
realized by commitments since its launch 10 years ago, and to protect 
the health and well-being of every woman, child and adolescent, 
everywhere. 

"There is no doubt that the pandemic has set back global efforts to 
improve the health and well-being of women and children, but that 
should only serve to strengthen our resolve," said Dr Tedros Adhanom 
Ghebreyesus, WHO Director-General.  “Our joint action under the Every 
Woman Every Child movement is more important than ever.  We now 
must renew our commitment to a healthier, safer, fairer and more 
sustainable world for women, children and future generations.” 

### 

Notes to the editor:  

Findings and discussion of the report will be presented at an 11:30 am to 

12:00 pm EDT United Nations Briefing on 25 September. A live stream and 

recording of the briefing can be viewed here. 

Speakers include: 

● H.E. Ms. Kersti Kaljulaid, President of the Republic of Estonia and Co-

Chair of the High-Level Steering Group for Every Woman Every Child 

(@KerstiKaljulaid) 

● H.E. Ms. Erna Solberg, Prime Minister of Norway and Co-Chair of the 

UN Secretary-General’s Sustainable Development Goals Advocacy 

Group (@erna_solberg) 
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● Ms. Henrietta Fore, Executive Director of UNICEF (@unicefchief) 

● Ms. Inger Ashing, CEO of Save the Children International and member 

of the High-Level Steering Group for Every Woman Every Child 

(@ingerashing) 

● Mr. Ayanda Makayi, Actor from MTV Shuga: Down South, South Africa 

(@AyandaMcKayi) 

● H.E. Ms. Amina J. Mohammed, Deputy Secretary-General of the United 

Nations (via video) (@AminaJMohammed) 

 

The launch will be followed by a deeper dive into data, analysis and solutions 

at the PMNCH, White Ribbon Alliance and Every Woman Every Child 

Accountability Breakfast on 29 September, 8am - 12pm EDT. Register here. 

 
Media Contacts: 
For media enquiries or interview requests for the participants of the event, 
journalists are invited to contact: nbailey@unicef.org 
 
www.everywomaneverychild.org 
 

 
*** 

 

United Nations 
SECRETARY-GENERAL MESSAGE 

 

 
THE SECRETARY-GENERAL 

-- 
MESSAGE ON THE INTERNATIONAL DAY 

FOR THE TOTAL ELIMINATION OF NUCLEAR WEAPONS 
26 September 2020 

 
Almost 75 years since the adoption of the first General Assembly 

resolution in 1946 committed the United Nations to the goal of nuclear 
disarmament, our world continues to live in the shadow of nuclear 
catastrophe. 
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Relationships between States possessing nuclear weapons are 
characterized by division, distrust and an absence of dialogue.  As they 
increasingly choose to pursue strategic competition over cooperation, the 
dangers posed by nuclear weapons are becoming more acute. 
 

This International Day highlights the need to reverse course and return 
to a common path to nuclear disarmament.  
 

The use of nuclear weapons would affect all States, meaning that all 
States have a responsibility to ensure that such deadly armaments are never 
used again and are eliminated completely from national arsenals.   
 

COVID-19 has exposed a wide range of global fragilities, from 
pandemic readiness and inequality to climate change to lawlessness in 
cyberspace; our preparedness to address the threat of nuclear weapons is 
one of those vulnerabilities.  We need a strengthened, inclusive and renewed 
multilateralism built on trust and based on international law that can guide us 
to our shared goal of a world free of nuclear weapons.   
 

Those States that possess nuclear weapons must lead. They must 
return to real, good-faith dialogue to restore trust and confidence, reduce 
nuclear risk and take tangible steps in nuclear disarmament. They should 
reaffirm the shared understanding that a nuclear war cannot be won and 
must not be fought. They should take steps to implement the commitments 
they have undertaken.  
 

The death, suffering and destruction caused by the atomic bombing in 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki must not be repeated. The only guarantee against 
the use of these abhorrent weapons is their total elimination. The United 
Nations stands ready to work with all States to achieve this shared goal. 
 

*** 

United Nations 
SECRETARY-GENERAL MESSAGE 

 
THE SECRETARY-GENERAL 

-- 
MESSAGE ON WORLD TOURISM DAY 

27 September 2020 
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In the 40 years since the very first World Tourism Day, much has 
changed.  Demand for travel has soared.  The world has opened up, allowing 
more people than ever to explore the globe and its different cultures. 
 

Today, tourism is firmly established in the United Nations 2030 Agenda 
for Sustainable Development as an engine for advancing prosperity, 
protecting our planet and laying the foundations for peace and understanding 
among peoples.  
 

Many millions of people around the world rely on tourism for income, 
especially women and young people.  People who might otherwise have 
been left behind have found decent work and the chance of a better life 
thanks to tourism’s unique potential.  
 

Tourism has suffered enormously during the COVID-19 pandemic.  
Some 120 million jobs are at risk.  The impacts could lead to the loss of 
between 1.5 and 2.8 per cent of the global GDP.  This will particularly affect 
the most vulnerable countries, including Small Island Developing States, the 
Least Developed Countries and many African nations, where tourism can 
represent between 30 and 80 per cent of exports.  
 

As we look to recover from this profound crisis, the safe restart of 
tourism is essential, not least for rural development – the focus of this year’s 
World Tourism Day.  We have an unprecedented opportunity to transform the 
relationship of the tourism sector with people, nature, the climate and the 
economy.  We must ensure a fair distribution of its benefits and advance the 
transition to a carbon-neutral and resilient tourism economy,  
 

As well as providing opportunities for people, tourism can play an 
important role in preserving our unique and shared cultures and protecting 
the biodiversity and the ecosystems that sustain us. 
 

In this most challenging year, let us focus on tourism’s importance for 
people living in rural areas, so we can deliver on the promise of the 
Sustainable Development Goals to leave nobody behind.  
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