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1. Situation Updates: Regional Trends that affect children and women 

 

Economic growth was mixed across the region in 2019, with just 12 of 21 countries expanding in 
real per capita terms.1 The overall sluggish economic performance continued to exacerbate the 
employment and child poverty crises. At around 10 per cent, on average, Eastern and Southern 
Africa Region (ESAR) has one of the highest unemployment rates in the world, while close to 
three out of every four children remain affected by multi-dimensional child poverty.2  In the 
meanwhile, in 2019, the region welcomed more than 16 million babies, while around 12 million 
new, young workers joined the labour force.3 At the same time, urban populations are on pace to 
expand by 50 per cent over the next decade.4  
 

While substantial progress has been achieved in maternal and child health over the past two 

decades, there is still an unacceptably high number of children dying - an estimated 5.3 million 

child deaths annually, on average 15,000 per day. Greater attention is needed to improve the 

coverage and quality of health services and address systems’ weaknesses, including inadequate 

financing for health, limited human resource capacity, and challenges in reaching hard-to-reach 

populations that have hampered continued progress on achieving health outcomes. 

Countries across ESAR continued to make progress on the human immunodeficiency virus (HIV) 

response, but not at a sufficient rate. Children and adolescents living with HIV remain behind in 

timely diagnosis, treatment and viral suppression. Each day more than 330 adolescents acquire 

HIV and four out of five of these new infections are among adolescent girls. The region has made 

huge progress in ensuring that over 90 per cent of pregnant women living with HIV receive 

treatment. Retaining these mothers and their infants in care remains a formidable challenge.  

ESAR’s increase in the share of the global total number of stunted children is due to the slowing 

rates of stunting reduction and the rapidly expanding child population in the region. In most 

countries in the region, boys are more likely to be stunted than girls, and children from the poorest 

families are nearly twice as likely to be stunted as those from the richest households. Children of 

adolescent mothers are also more likely to be malnourished and stunted5. Poor infant feeding 

practices, and recurrent drought, flooding and resultant food insecurity are contributing to a high 

prevalence of severe acute malnutrition (SAM) and higher risk of death and stunting in children.  

Poverty and stunting alone continue to put children at risk of sub-optimal development.  Only one 

third of children access Early Childhood Education in the region, and the low access impacts 

negatively on learning, equity and education system efficiency6.     

 
1 UNICEF ESARO calculations based on IMF World Economic Outlook database (October 2019).  
2 Cummins, Matthew (2019) The Macroeconomic and Social Investment Outlook for Children in ESAR, Nairobi: 
UNICEF ESARO. 
3 Cummins, Matthew (2019) “Population Dynamics and the Demographic Dividend Potential of Eastern and Southern 
Africa: A Primer,” UNICEF ESARO Social Policy Working Paper.  
4 Ibid. 
5 State of the World’s Children data (2019 data tables) https://data.unicef.org/resources/state-of-the-worlds-children-
2019/  

6 UNICEF, A World Ready to Learn: Prioritizing Early Childhood Education, New York, April 2019.  

https://www.unicef.org/esa/media/4416/file/Macroeconomic-Outlook-for-Children-in-ESAR.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/esa/media/4961/file/UNICEF-ESA-Population-Dynamics-Demographic-Dividend-Potential-2019.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/esa/media/4961/file/UNICEF-ESA-Population-Dynamics-Demographic-Dividend-Potential-2019.pdf
https://data.unicef.org/resources/state-of-the-worlds-children-2019/
https://data.unicef.org/resources/state-of-the-worlds-children-2019/
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While enrolment rates at all levels of education continue to increase, there remains concerningly 
high levels of out of school children7. Significant percentages of children enrolled in school do not 
complete the last grade of primary education and do not transition to lower secondary school. 
Completion rates of lower secondary school remain low.8  In the few countries with data on 
learning outcomes9, only a small share of students achieves the minimum proficiency in reading 
and mathematics10. The learning crisis remains central concern for ESAR.  

Access to safe drinking water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) continues to be a significant 

challenge and development impediment in ESAR. The proportion of the population with access 

to ‘at least basic’ drinking water services stands at 64.5 per cent, which represents an increase 

of 14.5 percentage points from 2000, while the proportion of the population with access to basic 

sanitation services stands at 38.4 per cent, an increase of only 13.4 percentage points since 2000. 

In absolute numbers, about 142 million people drink water from unimproved sources, 180 million 

rely on unimproved sanitation and 98 million practice open defecation.   

Protracted and new disasters have impacted a staggering number of people in the region and 

required substantial effort in terms of emergency preparedness and response strategies, 

mechanisms, tools and partnerships. The region is facing worsening impacts of climate change, 

including back-to-back cyclones, cyclical drought and flooding in 2019. Conflict and insecurity 

remain present in several countries in the Horn of Africa, while the Great Lakes region saw an 

increased risk of importation of Ebola Virus Disease (EVD).  

 

2.  Key results achieved 

2.1 Strategic Plan Goal Area results  

 

Goal Area 1 - Every child survives and thrives 
Contributing to the Strategic Plan Goal Area 1,  ESARO focused on accelerating access to 

evidence-based, high-impact, gender-responsive health, nutrition, HIV, early childhood 

development (ECD) and WASH interventions, from pregnancy to adolescence, enabling girls and 

boys, especially those who are marginalized and those living in adverse conditions following 

humanitarian disaster, to survive and thrive.  

Health: 

ESARO technical assistance, quality assurance and programme oversight to country offices 
centered on strengthening health systems at all levels, with focus on quality of care, equity and 
preparedness, in partnership with other United Nations (UN) agencies, implementing partners, 
civil society and global health financing partners. 

 
7 The net enrolment rate is 15% - this is calculated for children one year younger than the official age of primary. Note 
that 1 of 6 children of pre-primary school age are enrolled in primary education. Source: UNESCO Institute of Statistics 
(UIS). 
8 Out of the 72 percent of primary school age children enrolled in school, 62 per cent complete the last grade of primary 
education. 63 percent of those students transit to lower secondary with only a third of adolescents completing the lower 
secondary school level. Source UIS. 
9 Note that only 9 countries have data on early grades assessments and 4 on assessments in end of primary education 
and some of the data is as old as 2010. 
10 33 percent of the students enrolled in Grade 2 or 3 achieve the minimum proficiency in reading and mathematics and 
respectively 5 percent and 14 percent of the students achieve the minimum proficiency in reading and mathematics at 
the end of primary. Source UIS. 
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• Maternal and newborn health (MNH): promoting quality improvement of maternal newborn 
and child health and effective inter-agency coordination for coverage and quality of 
maternal and newborn high impact interventions in 20 countries 

 

• Community health: strengthening community platforms in 10 countries, including utilizing 
child friendly communities framework; finalizing community health policy/strategies; 
sustainable & cost-effective community-based human resources for health models and 
national community health investment roadmaps. 

 

• Expanded Programme on Immunization (EPI): addressing low immunization coverage in 
underserved population groups through guidance, technical assistance, equity 
assessments and innovations in urban settings in five countries. Human papillomavirus 
(HPV) introduction in three countries. 

 

• Health systems strengthening (HSS): enhancing institutionalization of health system 
strengthening at district level in five countries, information systems strengthening in three 
countries and national level based planning/support to Global Financing Facility in six 
countries. 

 

• Polio: providing coordination and technical inputs to six countries responding to circulating 
vaccine derived-polio viruses type 2 outbreaks. Multiple monovalent type 2 oral polio 
vaccine (mOPV2) vaccination rounds were conducted with RO support resulting in the 
interruption (Kenya, Mozambique and Somalia) and limitation (Angola, Ethiopia and 
Zambia) of outbreaks. 

 

• Health emergencies: supporting health emergencies response in countries through inter-
agency coordination and building capacity in 15 countries for preparedness and response 
to health emergencies (cholera hotspot mapping with WASH; social science reviews with 
Communication for Development (C4D); and Ebola preparedness in nine countries).  

 

ESARO supported countries develop and adopt Quality of Care standards and Maternal Newborn 

Health policy, strategic plans, Every Newborn Action Plan and clinical guidelines.  It contributed 

to developing national cholera plan framework and independent panel review tools of the global 

taskforce for cholera control, and to establishing global guidance on UNICEF engagement in joint 

external evaluations of the international health regulations.   

ESARO actively engaged in evidence generation efforts: Cholera study in collaboration with 

WASH and John Hopkins University; evidence reviews led by C4D section on behavioural risk 

factors for Ebola; regional survey on "does costing evidence generated by UNICEF COs impact 

policy, planning and budgeting for RMNCAH?"; landscape analysis of community health systems 

in the region; and implementation research on immunization in various countries. 

ESARO supported the Immunization Regional Working Group with the World Health Organization 

(WHO), contributed to improved coordination in health emergency responses through the 

Regional Health Partners’ Group, and supported the Global Financing Facility exercise and its 

implementation in various countries.  

Under WHO leadership and alongside other regional partners and donors, UNICEF provided 

Ebola preparedness support including joint monitoring missions and joint preparedness actions. 
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ESARO collaborated with the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) to 

support countries on outbreak preparedness and response and implementation of the 

Comprehensive Refugee Response Framework.  

 

Nutrition: 

ESARO focused on strengthening partnerships for nutrition outcomes.  With Save the Children, 

UNHCR and World Food Programme (WFP), ESARO collaborated on infant and young child 

feeding practices in emergencies (IYCF-E) capacity mapping toolkit; documentation of the 

application of the Community-Based Management of Acute Malnutrition (CMAM)/Integrated 

Management of Acute Malnutrition (IMAM) simplified protocols in East Africa; and joint statements 

on managing donations of Breast Milk Substitutes during Cyclone Idai. Collaboration has 

continued with the Regional Action Against Hunger-Standardized Monitoring and Assessment of 

Relief and Transitions (ACF-SMART) team to support nutrition surveys in Malawi and Angola. 

Joint programming plans with WFP on wasting prevention as part of the global partnership 

strategy were elaborated in South Sudan and Ethiopia. Close coordination with Food and 

Agriculture Organization (FAO) for integrated phase classification analyses using the newly 

released Version 3 Manual has continued. UNICEF participated in the regional Food and Nutrition 

Security fora in Eastern, Central Africa and Southern Africa resulting in two regional Joint UN call 

to action statements on drought emergencies at the end of 2019. The regional Nutrition in 

Emergency (NiE) training guide developed by UNICEF was finalized and is being disseminated 

across the region through academic institutions to ensure integration and sustainability.  

The ESA Regional Framework on SAM scale-up has been updated and continues to inform 

progress across the region. ESARO directly contributed to the development of the new global 

strategy on wasting, and the development of models of programming for the early adopter 

countries of Malawi and Ethiopia. Cross regional learning for nutrition in the context of Ebola Virus 

Disease (EVD) was conducted, highlight the need for enhanced knowledge sharing and evidence 

generation for nutrition in the EVD context.  A Landscape Analysis examining current practices 

around nutrition information reporting through District Health Information Software 2(DHIS2) in all 

ESA countries was conducted. This produced action-oriented country specific reports with 

recommendations for the improvement of the DHIS2.  

 

Under the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation (BMGF) RISING Initiative, partnerships with the 

Global Alliance for Improved Nutrition (GAIN) and Johns Hopkins University resulted in a regional 

complementary feeding landscape analysis to inform approaches for improving complementary 

feeding interventions. Through partnerships with Southern African Development Community 

(SADC) and GAIN, preliminary minimum standards for food fortification were developed and 

validated, and a SADC Regional guide for strengthening monitoring of food fortification programs 

was developed and disseminated.  ESARO provided support to the Iodine Global Network 

regional meeting on strengthening Universal Salt Iodization programs. A maternal nutrition 

systematic review and landscape analysis were finalized and disseminated across the region.  

 

Nutrition for adolescents is a new area under the 2018-2021 Strategic Plan, and three countries 

are implementing proof of concept programmes for adolescent nutrition and nutrition of school-

age children with global thematic funds. ESARO is documenting lessons learned and good 

practices from these programmes.  
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HIV: 

 
ESARO HIV section prioritized country support across the first and second decades of life and 
joint programming/partnerships, resulting in improved coordination, efficiencies and quality of 
results.  
   
Support for second decade increased in 2019. Technical assistance was provided to multiple 
countries to improve retention among adolescents living with HIV, review country-level adolescent 
programming with partners, and to plan for scaling up integrated HIV/sexual and reproductive 
health (SRH) services. Quality assurance was provided for research, documentation and creative 
products for several countries. Eight countries were supported under the Global Fund partnership 
to catalyze HIV prevention among adolescent girls and young women. The HIV team actively 
engaged in the regional office’s new adolescent multisectoral working group. 
  
Data informed programming was the focus of first decade support in 2019, including convening 
an innovative virtual consultation with each of the seven countries that led to better gap 
identification and sharpened programming on prevention of mother-to-child transmission 
(PMTCT) and paediatric HIV. Joint UNICEF/WHO/UNAIDS mission was conducted to one country 
on elimination of mother-to-child transmission (EMTCT), which resulted in improved data quality 
and increased programme momentum. Seven countries were supported to transition responsibly 
as donor funding phases out for point of care (POC) technology. Learning was further shared 
through a workshop in Dakar to expand POC in western and central African countries. Technical 
support was also provided to country offices to improve the quality research on barriers to early 
infant diagnosis. Support was provided to several country offices on the interpretation and use of 
the new stacked bar analysis for PMTCT. The report on evidence based promising practices to 
improve retention in PMTCT care was widely disseminated in English and French. 
 
To improve adolescent mother and infant outcomes, ESARO supported tailored programming for 
pregnant adolescents in three countries. This generated a documentation of activities focused on 
adolescent mothers in 10 ESA countries. The section provided technical support and cross-
country exchange for the Cyclone Idai response and coordinated with the three country offices to 
develop a case study. 
 
ESARO continued to be an active member of Regional AIDS Team for Eastern and Southern 
Africa, including to co-convene the 90-90-90 working group. ESARO took part with WHO in the 
national HIV reviews and national strategy development at the country-level.  ESARO continued 
to collaborate with United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA), UNAIDS and WHO on the 2gether 
4 Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights (SRHR) programme. UNICEF's inputs 
strengthened the monitoring and evaluation component (including on the SADC scorecard, data 
visualization for the situation rooms), advanced country implementation of EMTCT/SRH activities, 
and developed guidance to ensure the quality and consistency of learning products. With WHO, 
ESARO facilitated a regional workshop to develop the capacity of consultants for pediatric and 
adolescent HIV. UNICEF also fostered regional momentum on HIV and adolescents by co-
chairing the third annual international conference on HIV and adolescents.  
 

Early Childhood Development (ECD): 

ESARO developed the ESAR ECD Framework for Action which was endorsed by the Regional 

Management Team (RMT) in April 2019 and serves as the overall guidance for country offices on 

how ESAR will contribute to UNICEF’s global goals on ECD, specifically the target to increase 
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the number of children receiving stimulating and responsive care from their parents or caregivers. 

In nine countries UNICEF, government and implementing partners and leading development 

agencies were provided with in-country technical support on ECD. ESARO has strengthened its 

partnership with the African ECD Network (AfECN), WHO AFRO and Department for International 

Development (DfID) to influence programming across the region.   

Goal Area 2 - Every child learns  
 

In 2019, ESARO provided technical support across the areas of early learning, quality education, 
promoting equity, gender equality and inclusion, adolescent skills and employability, education in 
emergencies and strengthening data systems. ESARO generated critical evidence and 
strengthened partnerships to support Country Office education programmes. 

On quality education, most ESAR countries received technical support on shifting systems to 
improve learning outcomes. This included support on advocating for or implementing high impact 
structured pedagogy programmes; and technical assistance on the supply, retention, deployment 
and quality of teachers. Technical support was also provided on school improvement systems, 
national curriculum reforms and strengthening learning assessment systems. 

On adolescent and young people, technical support was provided to most ESAR country offices, 
where the global Generation Unlimited partnership was harnessed to build local Generation 
Unlimited (GenU) platforms for partnerships and improved impact. 

On equity, gender equality and inclusion, national expertise in the region was strengthened to 
integrate gender and inclusive pedagogy in education sector plans (ESPs) and wider education 
systems. In partnership with the UN Partnership to Promote the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 
(UNPRPD), ESARO supported the creation of Accessible Digital Textbooks, which is being piloted 
in three countries. 

On education in emergencies (EiE), substantial technical support, surge and fundraising were 
provided to cyclone affected countries in the region. Regional EiE capacities were strengthened 
through  rapid response to the impact of Cyclone Idai, building the preparedness against 
infectious diseases, such as EVD; technical support on learning in emergencies; and expanding 
the rollout of the EiE online learning module. 

Progress was made in modernizing education management information systems (EMIS) with six 
countries, including the establishment of Data Must Speak in four countries. The collection, quality 
and use of education data, particularly learning assessment data, remains to be improved. 

Significant partnerships were established with Hempel Foundation to support remedial learning 
programmes; with several UN agencies and the private sector on adolescent and skills; with the 
Government of Netherlands on adolescents’ education and employment in the Horn of Africa; and 
with WFP to promote school health and nutrition. Global Partnership for Education (GPE) being 
a significant funder for low income countries in ESAR, ESARO expanded training for country 
offices on Gender Responsive Education Sector Planning and on the strategic role of GPE Grant 
Agency and Coordinating Agency. 

ESARO generated cutting-edge evidence to improve education programming, which included: 
research on the social norms affecting the schooling of children with disabilities; 21 country briefs 
on public financing of education; a book of ten Think Pieces bringing latest thinking on educational 
challenges; and, with partners, the Gender Responsive Education Sector Planning Toolkit and 
Gender Responsive Pedagogy Resource. 

Early Childhood Education 



11 
 

ESARO supported six countries to undertake a detailed diagnostic of their ECE systems. This led 

to the better positioning of ECE within sector plans and the sharpening and defining of priorities 

for the ECE sub-sector over the next 3-5 years. The diagnostic process enabled the strengthening 

of partnership with the World Bank and has influenced its own programme of support in South 

Sudan.  

In its role as steering committee member of the African Union’s (AU) Early Childhood Education 

and Development Cluster, ESARO led the drafting of an ECE position paper that was endorsed 

by AU Member States’ Ministries of Education. This paves the way for an AU programme of work 

– supported by UNICEF, the Global Partnership for Education, UNESCO, AfECN, the World Bank 

and others - to strengthen ECE systems throughout the continent in 2020.  

 

Goal Area 3 - Every child is protected from violence and exploitation  
 

Under the Strategic Plan Goal Area 3, ESARO played a significant role in building strategic 
partnerships and advocacy with regional actors on child protection, further strengthening its role 
as a regional leader and partner of choice. Significant achievements have been made in 
supporting all 21 country offices in scaling up the priority areas: social service workforce 
strengthening, expanding protection from sexual exploitation and abuse, accelerating support for 
children on the move and violence against children, addressing harmful practices and civil 
registration and vital statistics. Notable breakthroughs were achieved with regional and sub-
regional actors including AU, the East African Community (EAC) and the Intergovernmental 
Authority for Development (IGAD) in further strengthening child protection policy and advocacy. 
 
Dissemination of the 2019 global UNICEF Guidelines on Social Service Workforce Strengthening 
(SSWS) and its mainstreaming into programming have shaped the regional agenda on the same. 
Incorporation of SSWS within the AU agenda through ESARO’s provision of technical inputs in 
the Social Protection and Social Security and AU Social Agenda 2063 represent an important 
breakthrough for region and the entire continent. In collaboration with UNFPA, ESARO 
contributed to address cross-border female genital mutilation (FGM) in several countries. Support 
was provided to the first-ever regional ministerial meeting to address cross-border FGM in 
Mombasa, Kenya. ESARO supported finalization and validation of the regional End Cross border 
FGM Plan of Action that was the main outcome of the conference.  
 
In close partnership with UNHCR, International Organization for Migration-IOM, and Save the 
Children, ESARO provided coordinated support to IGAD and EAC to strengthen cross-border 
mechanisms to enhance access to essential services for children on the move. ESARO co-
sponsored two regional events with EAC and IGAD and their member states to promote inclusion 
of children on the move in national child protection systems and provide continuum of care for 
them across borders by skilled professionals in a coordinated manner.  
 
With support from European Union and ESARO’s advocacy and coordination, the Fifth African 
Conference of Ministers Responsible for Civil Registration was held in October 2019 in Lusaka, 
Zambia.  ESARO influenced the outcome declaration and recommendations, particularly on 
digitizing and decentralizing registration systems, and civil registration in humanitarian settings.  
 
Engagement on emergency preparedness to make child protection systems shock resistant, has 

advanced both at country and regional level, including support on EVD preparedness and the 

provision of guidance on emergency preparedness and response in child protection and gender-
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based violence. With support from ESARO, all 21 country offices engaged in actions for protection 

from sexual exploitation and abuse and eight out of 12 Humanitarian Action for Children appeals 

include reference to gender-based violence.  

Goal Area 4 - Every child lives in a safe and clean environment 
 

Contributing to Strategic Plan Goal Area 4, ESARO focused on unlocking the potential of the 

market for sanitation in ESA and contextualizing and incorporating climate-resilience principles 

across the region.  

 

Given that many markets for sanitation goods and services are poorly developed in the region, 

ESARO, in collaboration with the Supply Division, supported market research on sanitation 

products and services in three major markets in eastern Africa. The market research culminated 

into an industrial consultation that brought together local banks, development partners, micro-

finance institutions, private sector companies and government counterparts. UNICEF and LIXIL 

jointly encouraged other companies and organizations to enter and expand the sanitation 

markets.  

 

ESARO strengthened partnerships with major WASH sector funding agencies including Global 

Climate Fund (GCF), European Investment Bank (EIB), the German Development Bank (KfW) 

and the Development Bank of Southern Africa (DBSA). These engagements resulted in an 

approved funding proposal to KfW for regional Open WASH Programme and regional 

Environmental and Social Screening (ESS) Programme. ESARO negotiated a Partnership 

Agreement with the DBSA as an accredited entity for both a regional climate financing facility and 

tailored capacity building of UNICEF staff on Climate Financing and Bankable Projects, whilst 

awaiting UNICEF accreditation to the GCF.  

 

ESARO provided support to the Sanitation and Water for All (SWA) Secretariat and governments 

for the Sector Ministers Meeting in Costa Rica. WASH also facilitated the participation of ESA 

countries at the joint AfricaSan5 and International Fecal Sludge Management conference in Cape 

Town. ESARO continued to provide technical support toward UNICEF Game Plan for Ending 

Open Defecation, where about a third of ESA countries have fully incorporated its milestones in 

the annual work plans.  

 

Working closely with United Nations Human Settlements Programme (UN-HABITAT), study on 

the Multiple Deprivations in Secondary Cities was published, which detailed areas of service 

deprivations due to the anticipated rapid urban growth in the region. In collaborated with UNHCR 

and KfW, the region is undertaking a scoping study in seven countries for provision of durable 

water supply services to refugees. Additional knowledge management products of 2019 included 

(a) Regional WASH in Health Care Facilities Report and the WASH in Schools regional scoping 

study report; (b) the epidemiological studies on cholera hotspots and WASH financing; (c) studies 

to adapt community lead total sanitation (CLTS) to pastoral-nomadic and fragile communities; (d) 

the water diagnostics study for EIB; (e) a paper on “Climate Change: Trends, Vulnerabilities and 

Impacts on Children in Eastern and Southern Africa’’; and (f) three academic publications on 

climate resilience, stunting and urban WASH contracting.   

 

Field-based and remote support to humanitarian preparedness & response to emergencies in 

WASH has been sustained with quality and timeliness, in response to Cyclone “Idai and Kenneth”.  
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Concerned country offices supported targeted interventions for disabled and vulnerable groups 

while ensuring gender mainstreaming, which were commendable attributes of the WASH clusters 

coordination mechanism. ESARO also collaborated on the Global Task Force on Cholera Control 

(GTFCC) in defining a new Cholera training framework.   

 

Goal Area 5 - Every child has an equitable chance in life  
 
ESARO supported country offices to achieve demonstrated progress toward Strategic Plan Goal 
Area 5. Specifically, UNICEF-supported actions contributed to: (i) reported increases in national 
budget allocations to two or more key child sectors in 14 countries; (ii) a rise in the number of 
countries supporting vulnerable households with government-led social cash transfer programs 
to nine, up from six in 2018; and (iii) the measurement of monetary and multidimensional child 
poverty in 11 countries.  
 
The quality and effectiveness of social policy programming at the country level was improved 
through technical assistance, evidence and guidance products, training and strengthened 
partnerships. ESARO delivered technical assistance to approximately 350 public finance and 
social protection activities. Regional evidence helped shape social policy agendas at the country 
level, including through the dissemination of five studies: “The State of Education Financing in 
ESAR,” “Fiscal Space for Children and Human Capital in ESAR,” “The Macroeconomic and Social 
Investment Outlook for Children in ESAR,” “The State of WASH Financing in ESAR” and “The 
Demographic Dividend Potential of ESAR.” Timely guidance products were released to support 
country-level work on public finance, including six budget brief guidelines, and a public finance 
for children (PF4C) Strategy Guidance Note. In terms of training, ESARO supported the design 
and delivery of PF4C programs for UNICEF staff, finance ministries and Parliamentarians in nine 
countries. Lastly, ESARO continued to work closely with the World Bank through joint facilitation 
of the Africa Community of Practice on Cash Transfers as well as the Transfer Project to co-
organize a face-to-face regional meeting and improve the quality of evaluation work on cash. 
ESARO also contributed to the coordination of the multi-partner TRANSFORM Initiative that 
invests in building context specific, increased local capacity for social protection learning.  
 
Key lessons were learned in 2019. On the public finance front, there is still a major gap in 
documenting the impact of Country Office work to the child level as well as increasing the 
ownership of the agenda among sections. As a result, ESARO will test a PF4C impact template 
while also encouraging staff to participate in PF4C trainings and intensifying efforts to 
institutionalize Country Office-wide PF4C strategies. In the area of social protection, several 
“flagship” child benefit programs are threatened due to fiscal and political constraints, while 
systematic weaknesses have limited their expansion. The team will therefore emphasize support 
to critical contexts as well as strengthening the quality and shock-responsiveness of systems. 
And on child poverty, while most country offices have mastered the art of measuring child poverty, 
there remain steep challenges to operationalize the findings both within UNICEF and government. 
In response, ESARO will support and document good practices of integrating child poverty 
analyses into national and sector strategies, plans and budgets. 
 

 

2.2 Cross-cutting areas results  

Gender dimension  
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In 2019, efforts to enhance gender integration into Country Office processes focused specifically 

on mainstreaming gender into country programme development processes.  Four country offices’ 

country programme evaluations were finalized with key criteria related to gender results. New 

country programme designs were supported to reflect increased selection of results related to 

gender.  ESARO collaborated with NYHQ to host a three-day workshop in Nairobi to provide 

hands-on technical assistance to seven country offices related to ‘Adolescents in CPDs’. Work on 

menstrual health and hygiene (MHH) in the region saw country offices initiating formative research 

or implementing this as Gender Action Plan key priority.  By the end of the year, 13 country offices 

confirmed work related to MHH. 

 

ESARO supported a workshop for essential gender staff in the region on the United Nations 

Country Team System-Wide Action Plan Gender Equality Scorecard and on the new generation 

United Nations Development Assistance Framework (UNDAF) guidance. The anticipated impact 

of the training will be enhanced gender integration into the United Nations Sustainable 

Development Cooperation Frameworks (UNSDCF) in the region. ESARO participated in the 

Regional Gender Working Group led by UN Women. 

 

In 2019, eight gender focal points or specialists in the region participated in the global GenderPRO 

course aimed at developing critical gender knowledge and skills. The region also saw the 

recruitment of two additional gender specialists, raising the number of specialists in the region to 

10. ESARO launched Female Talent Initiative in early 2019; the programme saw 30 mentees, 30 

line managers and 28 mentors acquiring a range of skills and competencies related to female 

management and leadership. In late 2019a second cohort of 30 mentees was identified, rolling in 

a second year of implementation. 

 

Humanitarian response   

 

In 2019, ESARO provided support across multiple sectors for  emergency preparedness and 

response to multiple countries in the regio , including for an Level 3 (L3) emergency response 

following Cyclone Idai in Mozambique; Level 2 (L2) emergencies for cyclone response and 

recovery in Zimbabwe and Malawi; the L2 in South Sudan (now de-activated); and an L2 for EVD 

preparedness in high-risk countries. In addition, ESARO supported protracted and new crises, 

including drought, displacement and health-related emergencies. 

 

ESARO provided on-the-ground multi-sector emergency response support in several countries 

following Cyclones Idai and Kenneth to support government-led responses and Country Office 

response plans. During the response, ESARO focused its support around targeting of children 

with disabilities and vulnerable groups, promoting gender mainstreaming within response and 

recovery programmes, and strengthening prevention and response mechanisms for sexual 

exploitation and abuse. Successful multisectoral approach to Cyclone Idai was particularly 

noteworthy, including integration of HIV components.  Case study can be found here: 

http://www.childrenandaids.org/HIV-integration-cyclone-response. 

 

ESARO provided capacity building for preparedness and response to health emergencies. This 

included coordination and technical inputs for six countries facing circulating vaccine derived 

http://www.childrenandaids.org/HIV-integration-cyclone-response
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polio-virus type 2 outbreaks,11 leading to the interruption or limitation of the outbreaks in each of 

the six countries. ESARO provided in-country technical assistance to five countries on EVD 

preparedness12 and provided support to countries facing measles outbreaks. ESARO supported 

cholera hotspot mapping, the Global Task Force on Cholera Control (GTFCC) and the 

establishment of the Eastern and Southern Africa Cholera Platform with the International 

Federation of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC) and WHO. 

 

ESARO continued to respond to protracted crises, including on internal displacement, 

refugees/children on the move, conflict, and cyclical drought. ESARO strengthened its partnership 

with UNHCR through the implementation and monitoring of a multi-sectoral Regional Framework 

for Action and promoted a focus on children during the revisions of the Regional Refugee 

Response Plans (RRRP) for Burundi and South Sudan.  

 

In all countries, support has focused on improving linkages between humanitarian and 

development programming and promoting improved emergency preparedness. Throughout 2019, 

ESARO supported humanitarian performance monitoring through dashboards developed for all 

countries regionally with a Humanitarian Action for Children (HAC) appeal in five sectors.13 In 

addition, ESARO supported evidence generation through the Real-Time Evaluation for the L3 

cyclone response.  

 

Communication for Development (C4D) 

ESARO provided guidance, technical assistance, quality assurance and programmatic oversight 

to:  

• strengthen C4D interventions for emergency preparedness and response in 11 countries 

with a focus on EVD, cholera, floods and cyclones Idai and Kenneth response 

• strengthen evidence-based C4D strategies, frameworks and plans for (i) Reproductive, 

Maternal, Neonatal Child and Adolescent Health; (ii) Early Childhood Development and 

Parenting; (iii) Birth registration; (iv) Demand promotion of routine EPI and NUVI activities 

and strengthening of crisis communication; (v) Social Accountability; (vi) Violence Against 

Children; (vii) Adolescent Development and Participation with a focus on reinforcing 

adolescent engagement in U-Report; and (viii) Harmful Practices and Social Norms 

 

In the field of knowledge generation, ESARO completed a diagnostic assessment of the C4D 

programming and operational structure in ESA region. Findings highlight gaps in the C4D capacity 

and major programme-related processes. A two-year road map (2020-2021) will inform corrective 

actions.  

 

Support to in-country evidence-generation initiatives including reviewing the design of 19 survey 

and research (KAPs, Human Center Design research; Equity analysis; bottleneck analysis in 

service uptake, EPI Behavioral Determinant Survey; Adolescent participatory research), baseline 

development (Child Marriage in 2 countries) and the ESARO multi-country study on Social Norms 

affecting Children with Disability’s education. In the field of emergency, ESARO supported KAP 

studies and Social Science Evidence Reviews in the five EVD preparedness countries, an 

 
11 Angola, Ethiopia, Kenya, Mozambique, Somalia and Zambia. 
12 Burundi, Rwanda, South Sudan, Tanzania and Uganda. 
13 Child Protection, Education, Health, Nutrition and WASH. 
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anthropological study in Uganda, a cholera epidemiological studies for 3 countries, and a regional 

mapping of Accountability to Affected Populations in ESAR. Seven case studies on promising 

C4D interventions in ESAR were finalized.   

 

To strengthen UNICEF’s leading position in C4D, ESARO provided significant contribution to 

various regional and global forums including Child Marriage Phase-II, RITAG, Immunization 

RWG, EPIMM, AVW and global (FGM, Demand Hub, IVW) events and the regionalization of the 

faith for social and behavior change global initiative in South Sudan and Malawi to strengthen the 

role of faith leaders in community engagement.  

 
 

Supply, Procurement and Market Shaping 

 

ESARO continued to support countries’ supply chain strengthening strategies, with a view to 

building the capacity of governments and updating relevant policies. Support to nutrition 

integration into national health supply chains has remained key for the region. Four ESA countries 

have been supported in defining and articulating nutrition supply chain road maps leading to 

integration of nutrition into national health supply chains. With increasing interest on End User 

Monitoring (EUM) as part of strengthening the government supply chain, an EUM concept was 

piloted in three countries.  Cold Chain Optimization Equipment Platform (CCEOP) has been 

implemented in fourteen countries, with 86% of the cold chain equipment installed. 

Governments’ demand for using UNICEF’s procurement services grew notably in BNLES14 

countries, with increased focus on supply budgeting and financing and integration with social 

policy and system strengthening work. 

ESARO supported the development of a South Africa supply-function hub towards supporting the 

BNLES countries and emergency response in the sub-region.  Full assessment on the sanitation 

market segment was carried out in three countries resulting in mapping of opportunities for local 

market engagement in delivering results towards eliminating open defecation. One of the three 

global workshops on Assistive Technologies (AT) Procurement was co-hosted by UNICEF and 

WHO and in close collaboration with Clinton Health Access Initiative (CHAI) in Johannesburg, 

South Africa. The workshop aimed at expanding portfolio of products for people with disabilities, 

focusing on the established WHO standards as well as on product innovation aimed at providing 

equitable opportunities for children and people with disabilities.  

Development of the market influencing strategies through engagement with local markets and 

private sector engagement are key upstream activities towards assuring access to affordable and 

good quality products in services locally and regionally. ESA countries are engaging in market 

assessments and procurement seminars with the private sectors, also used as platforms to 

promote topics of gender, youth, innovation and environmental sustainability. Modernization of 

the procurement function significantly impacted time saving and efficiency from transactional 

processes towards more strategic engagement with the private sector. By end of 2019, in total 19 

ESA countries were using the e-CRC platform, and three countries fully implemented 

eSubmission, or a use of an e-tendering platform managed by UNICEF Supply Division. 

 

 
14 Botswana, Namibia, Lesotho, Eswatini and South Africa  
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ICT 

 

ESARO continued country support by enhancing programme effectiveness through the 

application of technology, digital innovation and strategic partnerships. Investment in Digital 

Public Goods continues to scale-up, with new deployments and improved coordination with global 

communities supporting platforms including DHIS2, RapidPro, OpenCRVS, Childhelpline, 

CommCare, OpenSRP and Medic Mobile. During the humanitarian response to Cyclone IDAI, the 

regional Data Readiness for Improved Preparedness initiative supported first wave countries with 

a technology platform to standardize, digitize and share critical data. Rapid deployment of 

emergency telecoms kits has also enabled logistics for prompt relief support in the affected areas. 

 

With ESARO’s leadership, the technology for development partnerships with the private sector, 

foundations, eGovernment are strategically transitioning from "lab approach" to strengthening 

innovation ecosystems. For example, new partnerships with Rockefeller Foundation are focused 

on improving data usage at community level through the application of data science and analytic 

tools, while Foundation Botnar is collaborating with UNICEF to establish new instruments to apply 

artificial Intelligence in potentially identifying young people with entrepreneur psychometric traits, 

skills building and new digital marketplaces.  

 

ESARO is spearheading global efforts to develop a portfolio management approach of various 

innovations at country level by shifting the focus from measuring success by “numbers” to 

measuring contribution against programme results. These processes are enabling significant 

results with initiatives going to scale, institutional support and costs savings in some countries of 

over $1m annually. However, the governance mechanisms of Innovation and T4D are yet to be 

fully adopted across the organization to ensure scale and sustainability.  

 

 

3. Influencing global/regional discourse and policy 

Adolescent and Young People  

In 2019, ESARO focused on young people and adolescent development, building on the growing 

global and regional momentum for multisectoral adolescent programming, driven by population 

growth, the HIV epidemic and programmatic leadership from GenU and the African Union (AU).  

ESARO established strategic partnerships: (1) with UNDP to identify programme synergies on 

skills and employability; (2) with ILO and AFBD on skills and employment; and (3) with AU on 

launching the one million youth in employment. The global GenU partnership was leveraged for 

country offices, especially with frontrunner countries:  Rwanda, South Africa, Ethiopia, Kenya, 

Botswana, and South Sudan and other partners in ESAR. 

Child marriage agenda was pushed through partnerships with AU, Regional Economic 

Communities, parliamentary fora and other partners. In particular, ESARO initiated a partnership 

with the African Council of Religious Leaders to mobilize and train faith leaders through Global 

Programme on Ending Child Marriage (GPECM) and Faith for Positive Change for Children, while 

documenting positive stories from faith champions. Joint UN work addressed HIV and sexual and 

reproductive health, while Global Fund partnership catalyzed HIV prevention among adolescent 

girls and young women. 
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Public Private Partnerships  

ESARO continues to drive partnerships and resource mobilization. In 2019 ESARO made 

significant headway with International Financial Institutions, particularly around climate-resilient 

WASH, identifying large-scale bankable projects and blended financing opportunities. ESARO 

broadened its relationship with the European Union to encompass the European Investment Bank 

(EIB), for a first collaboration in Malawi, whereby UNICEF lent its technical expertise in WASH 

implementation to advise EIB investments for greater impact on the most vulnerable children. This 

served as a model for similar collaboration in other countries in the region. In parallel, ESARO 

made inroads with the Development Bank of Southern Africa (DBSA) on promising blended 

financing modalities involving the Green Climate Fund. The collaboration with DBSA extends to 

helping build capacity of UNICEF country teams to understand and develop bankable projects in 

and beyond the WASH sector. By year’s end, DBSA and UNICEF were poised to formalize this 

unique collaboration. 

 

Through a highly consultative process with the Danish National Committee and country offices, 

ESARO consolidated the partnership with Hempel Foundation in support of Education in Rwanda 

and South Africa and expanded it to Madagascar – making Hempel the region’s leading partner 

within the Schools for Africa initiative. ESARO also initiated trainings on the Business for Results 

approach, which will embed private sector engagement, and child rights and business within 

country strategies.  

 

Public discourse and public advocacy 

More than 150 interviews were given by ESARO to top tier global and regional news houses, 

including BBC, CNN, CGTN, South African Broadcasting Corporation, Reuters and Associated 

Press. Interviews highlighted impacts of cyclones and flooding, linking these natural disasters with 

the climate crisis and helping frame public discourse of climate change in the region. ESARP 

supported multi-country media capacities, including with editors, to strengthen positioning of 

social protection and cash transfers and these will influence how social protection safety nets are 

discussed in the public domain. 

 

Youth engagement via digital channels remained a strategic priority, with increasing number of 

followers on ESARO’s digital platforms. Percentage growth on Instagram was 28 per cent and 

Twitter 14 per cent.  ESARO launched youth-produced films on an array issues, partnering with 

youth organisations such as Restless Development on Youth Takeovers, and supported country 

offices train in youth advocacy and in mobile storytelling. ESARO developed 21 compelling multi-

media products that were accessible across TV and digital media, resulting in more than 10million 

views.  

 

UN reform  

ESARO participated in the evolving UN Reform initiatives throughout 2019, contributing to a UN 

Development System (UNDS) discourse.  Country offices’ feedback and concerns on issues 

relating to country-level Management and Accountabilities Framework, including on the 
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reinvigorated Resident Coordinators, continued to be relayed to the HQ to inform the global 

discussions, while contributing to the formulation of UNSDCF guidelines through reviews of draft 

guidelines and their companion pieces.  The global efforts on reprofiling and repositioning of the 

UNDS regional level assets ran throughout 2019.  ESARO, in close collaboration with the HQ and 

global Internal Review Team, contributed to analyzing system-wide governance and systems 

proposals, defining UNICEF’s value proposition, and participating in the formulation and workings 

of constructive governance and operational structures that started to emerge, including around 

business operations strategies.  

 

4 Implementation Strategies 

Programme Planning and Monitoring 
ESARO provided quality assurance support to country programme planning processes, 

conducted quality assessment and feedback to planning and reporting products, and supported 

capacity building of Results Based Management applications in the country programmes. ESARO 

continued to monitor the region’s progress against Regional Priorities during the Regional 

Management Team (RMT) meeting, and conducted deep dives where needed, as identified by 

the RMT. The Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey (MICS) 6 was completed in three countries, and 

initiated in two, resulting in much needed updated data on the key child related SDG indicators 

and child rights monitoring. ESARO began expanding the scope of work on data by establishing 

Regional Data Framework and Actional Plan.  

Evaluation  
The Regional Management Team adopted a Regional Evaluation Framework that aims to 
operationalize the UNICEF Evaluation Policy, enhancing independence and credibility, 
broadening coverage, improving quality, promoting use, and strengthening national 
evaluation capacity. ESARO conducted four Country Programme Evaluations, completed a 
multi-country evaluation of birth registration and launched another on health system 
strengthening; it also co-managed with the Evaluation Office the multi-country real-time 
evaluation of UNICEF’s response to Cyclone Idai.  ESARO worked closely with country 
offices to strengthen evaluation-related practices and skills of UNICEF and national 
counterparts, and quality assured the 21 evaluations delivered by the Region during the year.   
 

5 Normative Principles  

Prevention of sexual exploitation and abuse (PSEA) 
With support from ESARO, all country offices have accelerated activities on protection from 

sexual exploitation and abuse with a focus on reporting, service provision, as well as investigation 

and accountability, including during L2 and L3 emergencies. In particular, ESARO supported 

country offices to increase their understanding of PSEA, their capacity to draft Significant Incident 

Reports, and to roll out the PSEA results monitoring framework with a focus on countries 

benefiting from 7% set aside funds. This process has informed global tools and initiatives such 

as the PSEA emergency toolkit, the procedure for PSEA risk assessment of CSO implementing 

partners and the Victim Assistance Protocol.  

 

Climate Change 
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A publication, ‘Climate Change: Trends, Vulnerabilities and Impacts on Children in Eastern and 

Southern Africa,’’ was produced to highlight the climate change impacts on children and 

showcasing UNICEFs responses in the region. The report has since been expanded to include 

the WCAR and will be used to engage key financing partners whilst positioning UNICEF to further 

expand its climate change adaptation, resilience and advocacy work within the region. ESARO 

has supported 8 countries to develop proposals to the GCF, undertake several CO energy audits, 

and supported COs’ energy substitution in health care facilities and schools in order to reduce 

emissions. Through collaboration with the KfW, the region continues to strengthen knowledge 

and understanding the environment. Through ESS screening tool pilot testing, categorization of 

projects and compliance requirements with KfW funded COs, stringent measures of 

environmental and social safeguards are being applied at programme level. This will strengthen 

environmental risks identification and mitigation resulting in sustainable project investments and 

reduce negative environmental impacts of interventions. 

 

6 Internal management  

 

ESARO supported 41 Programme Budget Reviews (PBR) submissions, including mail polls, 

provided CPMP support and established a detailed country-typology setting across 21 country 

offices. ESARO analysed risk mitigation practices, as well as office management practices, 

systems and structures. Five cross-sectoral peer reviews were conducted with country offices, 

providing recommendations to simplify and improve the effectiveness of internal office processes. 

As part of UNICEF global efforts for business optimization and simplification, ESARO provided 

support to global projects such as Enterprise Content Management (ECM), Budget Formulation 

Tool (BFT), Service Gateway, eGRC, eCRC and mAssets.  

Culture change was a major focus for the office in 2019, with strong collaboration between 

management, staff association and human resources team to foster a supportive work 

environment at Regional Office and country level, including through the ESARO Joint Consultative 

Committee (JCC) and the regional JCC.  

Improvements were achieved for recruitments in ESARO and the region through streamlined 

processes, flexible approaches, and more rigorous reference checking which led to faster and 

better-quality hires. Workforce diversity was enhanced for the region, and ESARO supported 

successful surge deployments in response to Cyclone Idai. ESARO provided strategic support in 

conceptualizing and implementing learning and development initiatives across the region, 

including the launch of the ESAR Female Talent Initiative. 

 

7. Strategic Shifts at Mid-Term  

Annual Review of 2019 coincided with ESARO’s mid-term review of its Regional Office 

Management Plan (ROMP). The Annul Review therefore provided an opportunity to review the 

achievements and progress of 2019 along with those of 2018 to derive at a cumulative set of 

lessons and areas of strategic shifts required of the Regional Office for the latter part of the 

Strategic Plan.    

ESARO’s work and progress for the region in the first two years of the Strategic Plan came amidst 

following challenges: (1) The region’s population growth is out-pacing the government’s 

investments and capacity, while disparities grow in the midst of growth; (2) The region’s growing 
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urbanization and increasing connectivity are accompanied by additional health and safety risks to 

children and young people, in particular; (3) The effects of climate-related events are pervasive; 

and (4) Uneven economic growth, debts, and poor public financing for children pose structural 

barriers in delivering better services for children and women.  

The mid-term stock-taking broadly observed the following as an aggregate summary of ESARO’s 

efforts in 2018-2019: (a) sustained discourse around programming at-scale; (2) system 

strengthening at the heart of key achievements; (c) renewed focus on adolescent engagement, 

skills and employability; (d) advanced agenda on public finance for children; (f) deepened 

strategic and innovative partnerships; and (g) strengthened programming for resilience and 

recovery against climate-related hazards.   

ESARO’s programming and strategies required to accelerate the achievement of the Strategic 

Plan goals in the remaining two years are identified as follows:  

In Goal Area 1 

• Zeroing in on immunization’s last mile focusing on reducing unimmunized children; and 
integrating ESARO’s efforts and functions of Health System Strengthening with those of 
Maternal Neonatal and Child Health.  

 

• Applying systems approach for improving children’s diets and strengthening data analysis 
and use; adopting new wasting prevention strategies while ensuring a risk informed 
approach; and engaging with private sector partners on obesity and overweight prevention  

 

• Scaling up and accelerating HIV interventions, including through digital and programming 
innovation; and increasing strategic exchange between countries with lower HIV 
prevalence 
 

• Strengthening the public provision for Early Childhood Development, whilst influencing the 
actions of the private sector 
 

In Goal Area 2 

• Redoubling strategic and innovative approaches for systems strengthening to address the 

learning crisis by getting more children into schools and learning; improving school 

readiness; and reimagining secondary-age education and skills building to prepare young 

people for the world of work 

 

In Goal Area 3 

• Leveraging multi-sectoral interventions for greater impact on vulnerable children, while 

expanding programming to reach more adolescents; and linking social protection and child 

protection systems  

 

In Goal Area 4 

• Enhancing technical assistance on urban sanitation and sanitation financing, climate 

financing and bankable projects, and environmental and social safeguards  
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In Goal Area 5 

• Giving greater attention to supporting public financial management systems in fragile 

contexts; conducting more granular budget and complementary analyses in middle 

income contexts; and better focusing on the political economy aspects of child grants 

 

Several shifts also were identified around cross-cutting results and change strategies, key among 

them:   

• Strengthening prevention and resilience, as well as enhanced conflict-sensitive support to 

country offices, while refocusing its preparedness support for political and economic risks.   

• Renewing the push on regional/multi-country private sector partnerships & select Child 

Rights for Business initiatives; shifting away from continental Africa leadership circle 

concept towards individual country’s high net worth individual support. 

• Strengthening collaboration not only with the African Union, but also sub-regional bodies 

such as the EAC, IGAD and SADC. 

• Re-aligning ESARO’s value-add per the regional UN reform  

• Enhancing the articulation and M&E of C4D in Country Programme development; and 

increasing the C4D capacity throughout the region.  

• Strengthening the focus on bridging data gaps across the region, with a particular focus 

on gender and age disaggregation, as well as SDG monitoring; lightening the internal 

planning/reporting processes; and clarifying the role of evaluation in ESARO in strategic 

planning, budgeting, management and use. 

• Strengthening the management leadership functions in the Regional Office, including of 
risk management, which is commensurate with the size, diversity and complexity of the 
region. 

• Maximizing programmatic gains through efficient and high-quality back-office operations, 

including Business Operations Strategy.  

• Increasing the security analysis support to Country offices 

 


