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Good morning, good afternoon and good evening to all. I am John Wilmoth, Director of the 
Population Division in the Department of Economic and Social Affairs, which is part of the 
United Nations Secretariat in New York. I welcome all of you to this virtual gathering of experts 
on the evaluation of adolescent fertility data and estimates for both today and tomorrow.  

Childbearing among girls younger than 15 years of age has significant implications for 
human rights and important consequences for sustainable development as well. The price of 
childbearing at such ages is paid by one of the most vulnerable segments of the population, 
mostly in certain countries of Africa, Asia, Latin America and the Caribbean.  

Reducing or eliminating childbearing in early adolescence can help to break the cycle of 
poverty and exclusion that is so common among girls and young women in those places where 
the practice is most prevalent. When childbearing begins at such young ages, it limits access to 
education and opportunities for better livelihoods.  

When the General Assembly adopted the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development in 
2015, the international community recognized the implications of very early motherhood on the 
health and well-being of young adolescent girls by including the birth rate among those aged 
10-14 years as part of indicator 3.7.2, which tracks the adolescent birth rate of young adolescent 
girls and women at ages 10-14 and 15-19 years old. 

The Population Division has been tasked with monitoring and reporting levels of fertility 
among young women aged 15-19 years ever since the International Conference on Population 
and Development was held in Cairo in 1994. The same work carried over into monitoring of the 
Millennium Development Goals from the early 2000s until 2015.  

With adoption of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development in 2015, with its set of 17 
Goals, 169 targets and 231 unique indicators for tracking progress in implementation, the 
Division maintains responsibility for the global monitoring of levels and trends in adolescent 
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fertility. This work has now expanded in terms of detail, however: in adopting the indicator 
framework, Member States chose to focus attention not only on ages 15-19 but also on the 
younger group of 10-14. 

To meet this challenge, it is necessary to address the knowledge gap that exists concerning 
fertility among young adolescent girls. Accordingly, the Division has been busy compiling data 
and estimates from various sources and has published a first set of results of this work in a report 
on fertility among young adolescents at ages 10-14. The report has been made available on the 
website of this expert group meeting.  

Despite these initial efforts, our analysis of early motherhood faces some major challenges. 
One of the main obstacles is that relevant data are not available for many countries, including 
those most likely to exhibit elevated levels of early adolescent fertility. Moreover, even where 
data exist, we know little about the completeness with which births to very young mothers are 
being reported to civil authorities and included in official statistics; thus, the degree of 
underestimation is not known. These and other challenges need to be addressed to allow us to 
monitor and report on levels and trends of early adolescent fertility in a reliable and meaningful 
way. 

To answer these questions (we hope!) and to assess in a systematic way the quality and 
coverage of the data and the accuracy and reliability of available estimates of early adolescent 
fertility, we have invited all of you to contribute your knowledge and expertise of the topic in 
general. We would also like to invite you to review and discuss our specific approaches for 
validating the available data on early adolescent fertility and for selecting a best estimate for use 
in the global monitoring of the Sustainable Development Goals.  

I am very happy that all of you have accepted our invitation to join these discussions and to 
work with us to advance our understanding of early adolescent fertility. We look forward to your 
recommendations on how to improve this work and provide better data to governments and the 
international community to help guide work to support young adolescent girls to fulfil their 
rights and to enjoy their full potential as human beings.  

I wish to thank in advance all of the panellists, invited experts and other participants for 
your contributions, and I look forward to your interesting presentations and insightful 
discussions. 

 


