
Update on the context and situation of children

With a continued focus by the Government of the Republic of Serbia on economic reforms and investment in more 
sustained economic growth, UNICEF Serbia has maintained its advocacy for the inclusion of social development – especially 
for the most vulnerable children and young people – in the new economic vision, as an essential element of sustainability.

The European Union (EU) accession process continues to drive the Government’s agenda. Although the country is recording 
a budget surplus in 2019, economic growth and declining unemployment, the implementation of reforms continues to be 
hampered by uneven application of the laws and insufficient professional capacities and accountability. The recent positive 
fiscal trends in the country are not yet translating into benefits for children, and more scrutiny will be required to ensure 
that child-related policies result in clear budgetary allocations. According to 2017 data, Serbia spent 3.98 per cent of gross 
domestic product on education, 8.5 per cent on health and 1.75 per cent on cash benefits in the social welfare sector 
(approximately 50 per cent of which is for parental leave, and 7 per cent on top of the cash benefit expenditures is spent 
on residential institutions).

Demographic trends are negative: the population is rapidly declining and ageing, shrinking by around 0.5 per cent per year 
with children representing 17 per cent of the population (an estimated 1,212,779 children). This decline, combined with the 
high emigration flow from Serbia, are influencing population dynamics, prioritised by the Government. 

Following a ten-year period of stagnation, absolute child poverty rates in Serbia have declined from 9.5 per cent in 2017 to 
7.8 per cent in 2018, leaving approximately 96,000 children still living under the minimum expenditure level. 
Approximately 28.8 per cent of children are at risk of poverty, which is higher than the adult average of 24.3 per cent. 
Cash benefit coverage and adequacy remain insufficient to lift the majority of children out of poverty. Serbia belongs to the 
group of countries in Europe that allocate the least purchasing power standards per capita for social protection, as much as 
3.3 times less than in the EU-28.

At the end of 2018 there were 6,179 children aged 0–17 years in formal care (residential institutions and foster care). 
Around 89 per cent were placed in family-based care, while 11 per cent were accommodated in residential institutions. The 
number of children placed into institutions in 2018 was 22.3 per cent higher than in 2016. It is particularly worrying that in 
2019, children 0–3 years also continued to be placed into residential care. While the overall number of children placed in 
institutions decreased by 73.6 per cent between 2000 and 2018, this number showed a smaller decline for children with 
disabilities (CWD). As a result, the share of children with disabilities in residential care reached 72.8 per cent at the end of 
2018.

While there is year-on-year growth in the number of cases managed by Centres for Social Work (a 10.5 per cent increase 
between 2014 and 2018 – 753,996 cases), this has not been matched by an adequate growth in the social welfare 
workforce. On the contrary, due to a ban on public employment, the social welfare workforce has continued to decline (by 
10.9 per cent between 2014 and 2018 – 1,707 professionals), hindering the capacity of the system to deal with an 
increased number of sensitive child cases.

A network of health institutions providing specialized health care for different types of disabilities is also struggling with 
numerous challenges. With limited capacities on the primary level of care and unclear pathways, they are overwhelmed 
with patients and cannot provide continuum of care. Other challenges include limited investment in advancing diagnostic 
and intervention/therapeutic methods – particularly for the youngest children – staffing structure and competences, 
caseload and frequency of intervention sessions provided, etc., which are all not standardized. Other services within the 
health care system that are responsible for providing therapy, rehabilitation and habitation services are also insufficiently 
developed.

Roma children continue to be more vulnerable than their non-Roma peers in the areas of health, education and social 
protection. Especially worrying is the overrepresentation of students belonging to the Roma minority in special schools (18 
per cent) and classes (35 per cent), as well as their segregation in schools for education of adults. Negative stereotypes 
about the Roma population are present in schools, and Roma students more frequently drop out of school. Roma girls 
continue to be vulnerable to child marriage.

In the area of education and training, enrolment and achievement rates in pre-university education are consistently high. 
However, participation by children younger than 6 in early childhood education (ECE) remains low and has been prioritized 
by the Government.

According to the latest available PISA survey (2018), students finishing primary education in Serbia have considerably 
lower key competency levels than their peers from EU countries. Nearly four in ten 15-year-old students are not performing 
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even at the basic level of reading, mathematics and science literacy – well below OECD average. These figures show that 
the quality, inclusiveness, and relevance of the Serbian education system is not well attuned to the needs of society and 
the economy yet. School performance is affected by outdated teaching, learning approaches, facilities, equipment, 
inadequate initial teacher training, and insufficient in-service teacher training. Poor inclusiveness creates inequalities at all 
education levels, as evidenced by the lower coverage, higher drop-out rates, and lower educational achievements among 
children from vulnerable groups including Roma children, particularly girls, children from families living in poverty, children 
with disabilities, or from rural areas.

After 10 years of implementation of inclusive education, the system’s implementation capacity has not yet caught up with 
legislative changes. Progress has been made at all levels, but the capacity of teachers and schools to absorb and apply new 
practices and know-how has varied significantly, resulting in equity gaps. Although some of the data show positive trends, 
in total only around 2 per cent of students are educated based on individual education plans (IEP), although it is estimated 
that in each generation around 12 per cent of children need additional support. At the same time, there are differences 
between more and less developed municipalities and between regions.

Opportunities for participation of children and young people are limited. Despite legal provisions, young people are largely 
excluded from local and central governance processes. This core child rights issue is made more challenging by social 
norms limiting child participation in decision-making within the family, at school and in the community. This is particularly 
true for the most vulnerable adolescents – those girls and boys facing multiple deprivations and social exclusion (such as 
adolescents from minorities, with disabilities and chronic conditions, migrants and refugees) – and for them, participation is 
also a means to regain their dignity. 

Adolescents and youth in Serbia face an uncertain future. Current labour market participation remains low, particularly 
among vulnerable groups of young people, leaving valuable human resources untapped for economic growth and social 
development. Youth unemployment decreased from 31.9 per cent in 2017 to 29.7 per cent in 2018 but remains high. 
Inability to find a job is compounded by the problem of limited opportunities to engage in further education and skills 
training. In the first quarter of 2018, around 122,000 young people aged 15 to 24 were not in education, employment or 
training, which is around 16.5 per cent of the total number of young people of that age. This holds particularly true for 
Roma youth, young people with disabilities, and migrant and refugee youth; based on Commissariat for Refugees and 
Migration Republic of Serbia official data from April 2019, only 8 per cent of older adolescents (15 to 18) attend 
mainstream school and only a handful of girls and boys attend some structured vocational or learning opportunities. This 
has serious implications for the development of long-term solutions for youth on the move, and for their future lives. 
Without marketable skills and the necessary social or material assets to be part of Serbian society, they are often isolated, 
with almost no possibility to integrate or participate in the decisions affecting their future life.

Since the beginning of the refugee and migrant influx, UNICEF Serbia has continuously responded to the unique needs of 
children and women seeking asylum in Europe, on the move, stranded or pushed back. The complex political situation in 
Europe, the lack of effective information-sharing systems for refugees and migrants, as well as physical barriers between 
countries, have left refugee and migrant children and their families facing great uncertainty. The steady increase in the 
number of refugees and migrants (although at a reduced rate) and their prolonged period of stay created additional 
demand for child-centred services. The number of stranded refugees and migrants in Serbia throughout 2019 fluctuated at 
around 4,000, while approximately 33,000 new arrivals were recorded (based on UNHCR sources), of which about 40 per 
cent were children, the great majority of whom were unaccompanied and separated children.

Major contributions and drivers of results

This is the fourth year of the current UNICEF in Serbia Country Programme of Cooperation. UNICEF continued its support, 
aligned to national development priorities and the UNICEF global Strategic Plan for 2018–2021. The Country Office 
conducted a comprehensive?situation?analysis of?children to identify key issues?related to child deprivations and 
vulnerability along with relevant analysis of?barriers and bottlenecks.?This analysis will help shape the?priority results and 
strategies for the?new Country Programme of Cooperation?from?2021-2025?and contribute to the focus of the UN?
Sustainable Development Cooperation Framework (UNSDCF).?

Programming at Scale for Children

With compelling evidence on how the earliest years of a child’s life are critical to cognitive and overall development, 
UNICEF has worked closely with partners to shift more attention to the 0–6 years age group in an integrated manner. 
UNICEF continued to leverage government commitment to promote early childhood development (ECD), with the Council of 
Child Rights taking the lead in an intersectoral coordination role.

Under the leadership of the Minister responsible for demography and population policy, UNICEF developed costed ECD 
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packages for local self-governments. The investment in documenting successful ECD practices for scaling-up will continue, 
focusing particularly on the work done in the health system around parenting support by paediatricians and patronage 
nurses and intersectoral ECD coordination at the local level for the most vulnerable populations; for example, Roma 
families.

System changes have been achieved to support breastfeeding. Changes have been introduced to by-laws that facilitate 
documentation and monitoring of breastfeeding indicators, regulation of marketing of breast-milk substitutes, allocation of 
budgetary resources to implement the national breastfeeding programme, and systematic investment in capacity building 
of health professionals and breastfeeding promotion. In cooperation with the Ministry of Health (MoH), professionals from 
57 health institutions (45 per cent of maternities) have been capacitated on exclusive breastfeeding promotion. Taken 
together, these trained participants are responsible for 85 per cent of all births nationwide, i.e. around 50,000 new borns. 

Following on from the UNICEF/WHO mission in 2018 and the bottlenecks it identified, under the leadership of the MoH, 
UNICEF supported the organization of a national vaccine procurement workshop and preparation of a vaccine procurement 
assessment, using the mission’s set of recommendations for future actions. Along with WHO, UNICEF supported the MoH in 
strengthening capacity for planning, procurement and monitoring distribution of vaccines. In the first half of 2019, the 
measles outbreak ended; however, 12 out of 24 districts still had a vaccination coverage of lower than 95 per cent and in 2 
it was lower than 80 per cent. UNICEF continued to support an interpersonal communication training package, prioritizing 
districts with lowest immunization coverage, reaching 10 additional municipalities in Vojvodina. This work will continue in 
2020.

In close partnership with the MoH and other relevant national partners, legislation, guidelines and innovative service 
models have been developed and are being operationalized to improve equity and quality – in policy and practice. While 
there is potential to scale up nationwide, there are also a number of constraints, including a shortage of sufficient ECD 
technical capacity, increasing constraints related to availability of human resources, combined with a lack of adequate 
financial resources. Further advocacy, technical support to government and fundraising including leveraging national 
resources to support further scale-up will continue to be prioritized in 2020.

Increasing access to and improving the quality of early childhood education and care (ECEC) remains a key priority of the 
Ministry of Education (MoESTD). The adoption of the new preschool curriculum framework and corresponding teachers’ 
professional development programmes supported by UNICEF, combined with the Government’s commitment to expand 
ECEC services and quality, created a platform for a wider comprehensive reform of preschool education. By 2022, with 
World Bank support, the Ministry of Education plans to add about 17,000 preschool spaces for children and to scale up the 
new pedagogical approach promoted through the new curriculum to all preschool institutions (65 per cent of preschool 
teachers). 

Building on the existing political commitment, UNICEF’s further leveraged resources to scale-up implementation of 
inclusive, quality preschool services, in partnership with the Ministry of Education and the World Bank.  UNICEF is ensuring 
effective support to implementation of the newly developed preschool curriculum ‘Years of Ascent’ through an innovative 
comprehensive capacity-building programme (blended learning, peer learning, mentoring, communities of practice, etc.). In 
2019, a total of 1,950 preschool professionals were included in the capacity building programme, beneffiting a total of 
48,000 children. 

To reach system-wide implementation, institutional capacities also need to be strengthened and support mechanisms 
created for preschool teachers and preschools to manage and implement innovative pedagogies. As a result of UNICEF 
advocacy, the Ministry started the reform of initial teacher training of preschool teachers through revision of relevant 
standards of preschool teacher competences.

UNICEF also continued to invest in the areas of knowledge generation, technical support and institutional strengthening. 
Following the UNICEF–OECD education report, key policy recommendations on assessment and evaluation were used for 
informing policy-making and for the development of the new education strategy, along with other relevant studies and 
knowledge products.

Learning outcomes of children in Serbia are repeatedly shown to be of substandard level, with a substantial proportion of 
children not on track to learn even the most basic skills (PISA 2018 and TIMSS study results). There is mounting evidence 
of an ongoing learning crisis and limited capacity of the education system to put the learner at the centre and make 
learning the primary goal of education. As a response to this, education authorities have initiated changes in the paradigm 
of teaching and learning in Serbian schools. The new paradigm implies a greater orientation of teaching and learning 
towards achieving expected learning outcomes and developing competences (key and cross-curricular ones) and includes 
large-scale trainings financed by the EU. Following the monitoring report of the training programme, UNICEF has been 
leveraging Ministry’s existing funding and ongoing projects to upgrade the quality of the training delivered by state 
institutions and has supported further development of the National Learning Platform for Educators, expanding the online 
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courses and ensuring its quality and efficient administration.

The Government’s efforts are geared towards strengthening the child protection system to be effective and responsive to 
the needs of children and their families, particularly the most disadvantaged children. UNICEF continued to advocate at the 
national level for adoption of the amendments to the Social Welfare Law (still pending) to enable the transformation of 
institutions into centres for families/children and their financing of family support services from the national budget. To 
contribute to strengthening system capacity in the light of the upcoming provisions related to family strengthening, UNICEF 
provided technical support for development of a ‘Model for assessment and professional competences development’. It 
should provide for unification of supervisory support to case-managers and service providers to consistently keep focus and 
improve competences, while supporting parents and preventing separation.

The transformation of residential care institutions into multifunctional community-based services and high-quality small 
residential units (as the last resort only) continues to be a challenge, particularly when it comes to the remaining large-
scale facilities where limited progress has been made so far. It particularly affects children with complex disabilities and 
small children. With long-term deinstitutionalization vision, and in response to the worrying increase in placement of 
children in care and inconsistent implementation of the ban on placement of children age 0–3 in institutions, the focus in 
2019 has been on deinstitutionalization plans. UNICEF supported development and close monitoring of the implementation 
of a de-I plan for small children (85 children age 0–5, all placed in large-scale institutions) to ensure prioritization of family 
reunification and family-based alternatives, including adoption.

The overall child-care improvements – including roll-out of family support services and increasing access to quality family-
based care options – heavily rely on professionals from the social welfare system and particularly on those with statutory 
functions (centres for social work). To further inform policy and programming, as well as human and financial investments 
in the social protection sector, evidence was generated on case-managers’ workload. Social service workforce and 
comprehensive case management will remain major areas of support in the coming years, to ensure the efficiency, 
effectiveness and quality of protection of the most vulnerable families with children.

There is a growing and significant commitment in Serbia to the protection of children from violence and abuse, with a draft 
national strategy on violence against children (VAC) in the final stage of adoption. A promising development in that regard 
is the establishment of a Ministerial Working Group (in November) under the Prime Minister’s leadership, with the 
government decision of having UNICEF as a member of the group. Important advancements in VAC data management have 
been supported. However, continued advocacy, monitoring and support for their full integration (particularly in the 
education and social welfare sectors) remains relevant, together with the need to upgrade of sectoral capacities and 
intersectoral coordination to ensure efficient identification, referral and response to VAC cases. With UNICEF support, 
increased attention to child marriage was achieved, with clear recognition of the need for longer-term investments to 
facilitate behavioural changes. With the aim of focussing on prevention of VAC through addressing social norms, UNICEF 
advocated for the start of a knowledge, attitudes and practices study on non-violent disciplining. The study will constitute a 
baseline and will provide specific insights for the development of a comprehensive, integrated parenting programme aiming 
at facilitating behaviour change towards positive, non-violent disciplining of children.

Winning support for the cause of children from decision makers and the wider public

UNICEF is in a unique position, having a defined responsibility for the realization of a major international human rights 
treaty, the Convention on the Rights of the Child. In addition, the organization’s well-defined mandate and mission 
statement create a bridge between political and social actors. Integrated communication campaigns supported advocacy 
and programme objectives on a range of child and adolescent rights issues and elicited greater commitment of the private 
sector and the media to priority issues. UNICEF continued to engage with traditional and social media to promote child 
rights amongst public audiences throughout the year.?

The first global Parenting Month saw the launch of the Early Moments Matter national awareness-raising and advocacy 
campaign on positive parenting, supported by corporate partners Nordeus and VodaVoda. UNICEF brokered partnerships 
with key national media to support the campaign and as a result more than 4.8 million people saw it on television, with 
additional reach through broadcast, print and digital media. The digital display campaign alone had over 11.6 million 
impressions and was amplified by some of the country’s most relevant influencers. With a Parenting Hub landing page 
specifically developed for the Parenting Month, UNICEF Serbia’s website had over 37,000 pageviews during the campaign. 
The global parenting campaign also provided an advocacy platform to promote family-friendly policies in the business 
sector. Increased interest and good practices have been seen in a number of companies who are recognizing the 
importance of balancing work and parenting.

 

Celebration of the CRC@30 anniversary resulted in high brand visibility and reconfirmation of commitments to child rights, 
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both at the national and international levels. Together with the RO, the CO seized the opportunity provided by the 130th 
IPU Assembly annual meeting in Belgrade, which gathered 1,500 parliamentarians from around the world, and thus 
ensuring their recommitment to the CRC. The IPU Assembly also included a session on children’s rights and helped to 
increase awareness around the child-related SDGs and the strategic role parliaments can play in accelerating their 
implementation.

Another significant advocacy achievement was related to the positioning of preschool education as one of the national 
priorities. This was done through the CRC@30 concert which gathered 4,000 people. The event also contributed to strong 
brand visibility and private sector fundraising efforts.

 

Young people are critical agents of change, and UNICEF has a key role to play in creating platforms and opportunities for 
them to participate and drive change and progress Opportunities for participation of children and young people in Serbia 
are limited. Despite legal provisions, young people are largely excluded from local and central governance processes. To 
amplify young people’s voices and ensure their opinions are heard and acted upon, UNICEF launched U-report in 
partnership with the Ministry of Youth and Sports and enabled more than 7,500 adolescents and young people to express 
their opinions and be active advocates for positive change in their communities and among friends. The resulting data are 
being used to inform national strategies and research. The U-Report platform has been able to reach a wider audience 
through the global partnership with Viber.

 

Noteworthy, UNICEF successful advocacy which resulted in the inclusion of online safety of children into the national Digital 
Strategy of Serbia, the successful U-Report planning which helped increasing the number of U-Reporters by 60%. A web-
based knowledge management hub highlighting data and programmatic evidence was created, contributing to positioning 
UNICEF as a knowledge leader on child rights. The integration of digital platforms resulted in an increase of the success 
rate by 54% compared to last year.

 

Leveraging partnerships

In a context where economic development continues to dominate the national agenda, UNICEF has?strived to forge 
partnerships with national and international actors in support of advocacy for critical?social investments as well as resource 
mobilisation.

 

Following successful fundraising during the year (amounting a total of US$ 4.3 million for OR - excluding pledge - and ORE 
funds) and good partnerships' management, a request for ORR ceiling increase for 3.1 million has been processed, 
exceeding the planned indicator of the current Country programme.

 

With a strategic shift towards leveraging more domestic resources, approximately US$ 2 million were leveraged in 
partnership with the Minister responsible for demography and population policy, to prioritize ECD interventions. To support 
this process, UNICEF developed costed ECD packages for local self-governments. UNICEF also established a five-year 
partnership with LEGO to scale-up parenting programmes. A Strategic partnership was also established with the Standing 
Conference of Towns and Municipalities, that is a critical actor in reaching out to all local-self-governments.

Anchored in results for children, UNICEF has pro-actively engaged with international financial institutions, such as the World 
Bank and the European Investment Bank to leverage its role as a niche player in the public financial management-service 
delivery nexus. Further cooperation around key initiatives such as public expenditures reviews will remain a priority in 
2020.

UNICEF strengthened its engagement with business moving from an ad hoc and project-type collaboration to a more 
strategic bottom-up approach matching programme needs and progressing towards more co-creation modality with 
business partners. Among others, the Business for Results initiative has guided the office work on the Situation analysis 
and has been used to inform the business sector on its increased impact on children and the power it can play in 
accelerating and scaling up results for children. The country office has partnered with Digital Serbia in mapping the IT start-
up ecosystem in Serbia and its interest/involvement in providing products/solutions for children and adolescents; this will 
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be further leveraged in the coming year based on identified potentials. The office also increased significantly its 
participation in business events (including in the framework of the Belt and Road initiative). The Business Advisory Board 
was established for the first time including different industries representatives, renewed its partnership with the Serbian 
Chamber of Commerce and other business networks and advocated for shared value partnership approaches and 
engagement of business in family friendly policies. The 13 members of the Business Advisory Board confirmed their 
committed to participate in UNICEF’s initiatives and to provide their expertise, networks and voice to contribute to the 
realization of children’s rights.

 

Pledge income increased in total over 43% in 2019 compared to 2018. Total pledge income was $ 766,700. 27.029 new 
pledge donors were recruited. A review and optimization of the face to face operation was conducted. Pledge income from 
individuals increased by 92,2% and the income from RPSMS increased by 41,2%. UNICEF Serbia has now 39.735 active 
pledge donors.

 

To inform further policy development in the area of pre-school education and in from the existing need of better regulate 
the current operations of the private sector in this area, UNICEF secured the start of a feasibility study on public–private 
partnership to address the equity gaps as the ECE sector develops and with the view to establishing an equitable financing 
model.

 

While Serbia has not set yet national SDG priorities and targets the Statistical Office has currently mapped sources for 
monitoring 68 indicators, and more sources continue to be mapped. Serbia delivered a truly child and youth-focused 
Voluntary National Review. Notably, it recognizes the significance of the 2030 Agenda vision for both present and future 
generations. The report substantially builds on and refers back to a consultative process with youth on the SDGs, facilitated 
by UNICEF. The consultations included youth panels with the Ombudsman and the Commissioner for Equality, and a public 
call through social networks addressed to youth, CSOs and schools, to express their views in a specially designed online 
survey on SDGs. By drawing on the opinions and solutions presented by young people, the report addresses many topics 
particularly relevant to the lives of children and young people.

 

Cooperation with other UN agencies has also continued and expanded. UNICEF is part of a joint programme with UNDP, 
UNFPA and UN Women to improve the legal and policy frameworks to effectively address the complexity of violence and 
strengthen prevention system through challenging high social tolerance towards violence. Further, UNICEF expanded its 
cooperation with UNDP, under the global priorities of Generation Unlimited and is exploring further potential cooperation 
around climate change. UNICEF also contributed to the UN Action Plan for the Western Balkans: Sustaining peace through 
trust-building, dialogue and reconciliation, as part of a joint cross-regional programme Dialogue for the Future, along with 
UNDP and UNESCO.

Lessons Learned and Innovations

In 2019, the Serbia Country Office (CO) conducted an evaluation of the Country Programme (2016–2020). It found that 
the country programme is highly relevant to Serbia’s national priorities and EU aspirations, and that UNICEF is responsive 
to government’s and social partners’ needs and priorities towards closing equity gaps. It also found that the programme 
has a wide theory of change, which could have benefited from further integration of programmatic interventions and 
coherence within and across its thematic portfolios. UNICEF’s fitness-for-purpose was challenged by CO thematic and 
staffing structures that were not fully fit for the nature and scope of its portfolio. Monitoring of child rights in Serbia is a 
strength of UNICEF; however, monitoring and capturing of UNICEF’s own contribution to the protection of child rights is 
weak, and analysis and monitoring of assumptions and risks also needs strengthening.

UNICEF has succeeded in positively affecting legislative and policy frameworks as well as institutional capacities across all 
sectors of support. Improvement of access to services has been achieved through modelled and/or supported services, 
albeit mostly in the short term as the majority of model services have not been scaled up thus far. A further evaluation of 
models to identify potential for scale is taking place and will inform the current CPD planning. UNICEF’s strong attention to 
child rights and their gender dimension ensures that equity principles are applied and helps reaching out to the most 
vulnerable groups in an appropriate manner. UNICEF is a strong advocate for child rights, though the CO capacity to tackle 
rooted social norms is limited, affecting the level at which UNICEF can address social change more broadly.
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The impact and sustainability of UNICEF support in terms of realization of child rights is fragile. Many factors affect 
materialization of sustainable impacts, including the level of government absorption capacity and commitment to uptake 
models; and contextual and financial constraints that surround implementation of adopted legislation and other 
socioeconomic challenges that the country faces. Importantly, realization of child rights is challenged by rooted social 
norms and social distance, particularly towards the most vulnerable children, including CWD, minorities and migrants.

The country programme evaluation’s findings are assisting the design of UNICEF’s supported programmatic interventions 
for the next country programme (2021–2025) and, in particular, the required mix of strategies and roles that are expected 
from UNICEF in an upper middle-income country. The evaluation was also relevant for further reflection on particular 
strategies that can facilitate taking programmatic interventions to scale, therefore maximizing results for children and 
ensuring no child is left behind.

While the Government and line ministries recognize the strategic need for data and evidence-based decision-making, the 
operationalization and institutionalization of data collection systems requires commitment at different levels of governance. 
Strong coordination is needed, but sometimes fails due to competing priorities and diverse interests in the long-term 
planning for data. The partnership in 2019 with the Standing Conference of Towns and Municipalities and the National 
Academy of Public Administration may partially fill this gap by ensuring that future civil servants are trained not only on 
child rights, but also on gathering and analysing data.

Ensuring longer-term sustainability of initiatives for children is recognized as a challenge in any context with multiple 
national priorities. A focus on sustainability and scale-up of programmes and services for children and families will be 
essential as the current programme nears completion. Advocacy for increased financial commitment from the Government 
will be needed to create the fiscal space for improving access to and quality of services – especially for vulnerable groups 
and those living in rural and remote communities. To accelerate results for children, UNICEF is also currently exploring 
opportunities to develop public–private partnerships.

In a financially constrained environment such as is Serbia, it is understandable that investment in child development should 
be linked to a clear fiscal framework. For this reason, UNICEF will prioritize cost-benefit analysis across sectors in future 
advocacy priorities, particularly when increased public expenditure is needed to fulfil children’s rights. Looking ahead, 
UNICEF Serbia will place stronger emphasis on public finance for children and consider the inclusion of sustainability 
costings in the scope of pilot programmes, so that a focus on the longer-term investment needed to scale up successful 
programmes is included from the inception phase.

During 2019, UNICEF Serbia has worked on creating wider capacity for initiating innovative projects in the local 
environment through mapping teams that are developing innovative solutions which can benefit children. The mapping of 
innovative companies will help for future cooperation on ideation and implementation of innovative projects that UNICEF 
Serbia wants to pursue. UNICEF will continue to pursue the use of innovative means for communicating, monitoring 
programmes and making the voices and power of children and adolescents heard. The priority placed on digitalization by 
the Government offers multiple opportunities to advance children rights, notably in the field of education, child health and 
climate change/environment protection.

Climate change, energy access and the environment are also equity issues and addressing them is therefore vital for 
building a more sustainable future for children. Past national climate, energy and environment analyses have largely been 
carried out without a child-focused lens, and there are currently no available estimates of the losses incurred by children 
through underfinancing of climate change action in the short and long-term. In order to fill this gap and to create an 
evidence base for further child-centred climate action, the Ministry of Environmental Protection and UNICEF will conduct a 
climate landscape analysis for children, with a particular focus on the effects of climate, environment and energy on 
children and inequality, identified as an emerging area in Serbia. The analysis should identify specific actions and bankable 
projects to leverage IFI’s partnerships in this area.

While EU accession is currently the most important strategic objective for Serbia, the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development has also gained prominence. The renewed focus on the ‘social dimension’ of the EU Western Balkans strategy 
provides a unique window of opportunity to advance children’s rights by leveraging the EU accession process in conjunction 
with the 2030 Agenda. The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) localization process served as an opportunity to bring 
together the two key drivers for reform: EU accession and SDG achievement. Nonetheless, more needs to be done to 
accelerate action to achieving sustainable change, and clear prioritization is required to focus on its main drivers.

Finally, in the framework of UN coherence, the need for more frequent dialogue among agencies on progress and 
perspectives is crucially needed. Increased frequency will allow for improved analysis of cooperation opportunities and a 
stronger appreciation of results against the United Nations Development Assistance Framework. Going forward, UNICEF 
Serbia views UN reform as an opportunity to further embed children’s rights in the UN narrative and action.
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Staff Wellbeing and Learning

 

Staff wellbeing and learning priorities have been included in the Annual Management Plan of the Country Office and 
systematic efforts have been put throughout the year in ensuring staff participation in developing a better working 
environment.
 

With the support of the Staff Association an interim staff survey has been conducted and as a result an Office Improvement 
Plan has been developed in a participatory manner with consultation with the staff.

 

The office has reintroduced the Learning and Development Committee and devised a 2-year learning plan including, among 
other, a Business for Results journey for staff which is deemed instrumental to enhance engagement with private sector 
beyond resource mobilization.
 

The staff structure of the office has been strengthened as a result of the recommendation of RO HR mission that took place 
in Q4 2018 that has conducted an analysis of the staff structure versus consultants and individual contractors. In the spring 
PBR submission 5 staff positions have been requested and approved by the Regional Office. All 5 positions have been 
successfully filled during the year.

 

A Skills Mapping exercise has followed in the last quarter of the year with the support of RO HR providing useful insights on 
learning needs, especially on the overall influencing competence of the office and change management requirements to 
ensure a smooth transition to the following Country Programme.
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