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4. Child health 

Despite progress, the region as a whole has been slow in achieving the 
Millennium Development Goals targets for child health. 
 
Infant mortality rates in Asia and the Pacific fell 
by 52% during the period 1990-2012, from 
6.4% in 1990 to 3.1% in 2012. Thus, by 2012, 
of every 1,000 children born alive, 33 more 
children were surviving to their first birthday 
than had been the case in 1990. Over the same 
period, low-income countries experienced a 
56% overall decline in the infant mortality rate, 
from 9.2% to 4%, ensuring that for every 1,000 
children born in 2012, 52 more survived the 
first year after their birth than had been the case 
in 1990. 

However, the region as a whole has been slow 
in achieving the Millennium Development 
Goals targets for child health (under-5 and 
infant mortality) – reduce by two thirds, 
between 1990 and 2015, the under-five 
mortality rate, and halve the percentage of 
underweight children. Of the 48 countries for 
which under-five mortality data are sufficient 
for assessing progress, 33 are classified as off-
track or regressing. For underweight children, 
of 30 countries for which data are sufficient for 
assessing progress, 14 are classified as “off 
track”, but 12 of these off-track countries could 
reach their targets by accelerating their rate of 
progress by less than 2 percentage points per 
year.1 

Low-income countries in the Asia-Pacific 
region in 1990 had infant mortality rates higher 

than any other income group  ̶  14% higher

than lower-middle-income countries, which 
comprise the group with the second highest 
rate. Yet by 2009, owing to faster-than-average 
reductions in infant mortality in low-income 
countries, these two groups of countries had 
approached parity, and by 2012, infant 
mortality rates in low-income countries were 
slightly higher, on average, than rates in lower- 
middle income countries in the region. 
However, in 2012, infant mortality rates in 
today’s low-income countries were seven times 
higher on average than rates in high-income 

countries  ̶  a ratio that has not improved since 
1990.  

In three of the five Asia-Pacific subregions, 
reductions in infant mortality were observed to 
be in line with the average regional decline of 
52% from 1990 until 2012. Two subregions 
stood out for above- and below-average 
reductions: the rate observed in the East and 
North-East Asia subregion fell by an impressive 
71% over this period, while the rate observed in 
the Pacific subregion fell by 23%. 

By 2012, 86% of all infants throughout the 
region had been vaccinated against measles, an 
increase of 16% over the figure for 1992. While 
the South and South-West Asia subregion in 
the same year had the lowest percentage of 
infants vaccinated against measles (79%), it had 
achieved the largest percentage increase among 
the five Asia-Pacific subregions over this period. 

 In 2012, a child born in a low-income country in Asia and the Pacific had a 4% chance of 
dying before age 1; by contrast, the chance of dying was 0.5% for children of the same age 
who had been born that year in high-income countries.   

 A child born in the Asia-Pacific region in 2012 was twice as likely to live until his fifth birthday 
as a child born two decades previously. 

 The subregion with the highest infant mortality rate was South and South-West Asia; the rate 
in 2012 was 79% higher than in South-East Asia, the subregion with the second highest rate 
of infant mortality. 

 In 1990, only 61% of children under age 1 living in low-income countries in the region were 

vaccinated against measles. By 2012, this figure had risen to 89% of the total.
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