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 Summary 
The Office of Internal Audit and Investigations (OIAI) conducted an audit of the Georgia Country 
Office. The objective of the audit was to assess the office’s governance, risk management and 
internal control processes over significant risk areas. The audit team conducted the work remotely 
from 8 to 29 March 2021. The audit covered the period 1 January 2020 to 28 February 2021. 
 

Summary of results and actions agreed 
The audit team noted several positive aspects related to internal control processes during the 
audit: 

• Partners recognized the capacity of the office to rally various stakeholders around sensitive 
child rights issues, such as the child rights code.  
 

• A donor assessed the communication work of the office as outstanding, fully meeting its 
visibility needs and opening the path for further collaboration. 
 

• The office demonstrated flexibility, relevance, effectiveness and speed in supporting the 
Government response to the COVID-19 pandemic and in supporting its staff through the crisis.  
 

• The Government effectively managed a national immunization programme, including the 
vaccine supply chain, with minimal intervention by the office.   

 
The audit also identified following actions, rated as medium priority as they are considered 
necessary to avoid exposure to significant risks, the office could take to better manage the risks 
assessed by the audit:  

• Take appropriate actions to enhance the identification and assessment of risks and the 
implementation of effective measures to mitigate the risks identified. 
 

• Include details of the results to be achieved by the field office in the programme results matrix 
and train field office staff to facilitate their understanding of planned results. 
 

• Document the Abkhazia field office responsibilities and accountabilities. 
 

• Develop an office-wide partnership strategy in line with the UNICEF strategic framework for 
partnerships. 
 

• Prepare and implement an office-wide advocacy plan in line with UNICEF guidance. 
 
 

Conclusion 
OIAI concluded that, subject to implementation of the actions agreed, the governance, risk 
management and internal control processes over the areas audited were generally established and 
functioning during the period under audit. The Georgia Country Office, the Europe and Central Asia 
Regional Office, and OIAI will work together to monitor implementation of the measures that have 
been agreed.  
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Objective and scope  
 
The objective of the audit was to provide independent and objective assurance regarding the 
adequacy and effectiveness of the governance, risk management and control processes to manage 
the key risks identified. The audit covered the period 1 January 2020 to 28 February 2021. It was 
conducted remotely, from 8 to 29 March 2021, and in accordance with the International Standards 
for the Professional Practice of Internal Audit.   
 
The audit focused on the risks that: 
 

• All significant risks to the office’s strategic objectives might not be effectively mitigated. 
 

• Vulnerable children in conflict-affected and politically sensitive areas might not benefit from 
UNICEF support as much as planned. 
 

• The partnership engagement process might not be efficient and adequately effective in 
leveraging partnership opportunities for the promotion of child rights.  
 

• Children might not be vaccinated and therefore be vulnerable to morbidity and mortality. 
  
 
 

Background and context 
 
The Georgia Country Office extended its 2016-2020 country programme through February 2021 to 
guide its operations until a new country programme document was approved during the 2021 first 
regular session of the Executive Board. The subsequent 2021-2025 country programme consists of 
four main programme components (health and nutrition, education, social policy and child rights 
monitoring, and child protection) and one cross-sectoral component (programme effectiveness). 
The overarching goal of the new country programme, in line with the UNICEF Strategic Plan 2018-
2021, is that all children in Georgia, particularly the most disadvantaged, have their rights fulfilled 
and have improved chances, opportunities and support to develop to their full potential in an 
increasingly inclusive and protective society that is respectful of their voice. The 2021-2025 country 
programme aligns with the Socio-Economic Development Strategy of Georgia, the national human 
rights strategy and its accompanying action plan, and the Georgian Code on the Rights of the Child. 
The programme derives from the United Nations Sustainable Development Cooperation 
Framework for Georgia 2021-2025. The total budget for the 2021-2025 country programme is 
US$29.01 million, of which US$4.34 million is from regular resources and US$24.67 million from 
other resources.  
 
The Georgia Country Office has its main office in Tbilisi. Since 2005, UNICEF has also maintained a 
field office in the Abkhazia region, which has a population of approximately 240,000. Because of a 
protracted conflict in the region, social services for children in Abkhazia are severely underfunded, 
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weak or virtually non-existent compared to those services in the rest of the country.1 Furthermore, 
owing to the disputed status of this region and related political sensitivities, the office was not able 
to engage in legislative reform, policy development or institutional capacity-building activities. The 
office thus focused only on support for service delivery and individual capacity development in 
Abkhazia.  
 
Like other United Nations agencies and international actors, UNICEF does not have access to the 
South Ossetia region (population of 54,000), which, like Abkhazia, is a self-declared independent 
state. There are also other politically sensitive and minority-populated areas within Georgian 
territory that are under the control of the Government of Georgia but where aid organizations 
have little or no activity. The office informed the audit team that it would continue its efforts to 
explore with the Government of Georgia and the de facto authorities in South Ossetia possible 
options for future engagement. The office had also taken steps to gain access to other politically 
sensitive areas where UNICEF does not carry out programme activities.  
 
As of 19 March 2021, the office had a workforce consisting of 49 posts (4 International 
Professionals, 23 National Officers and 22 General Service posts), of which 10 (20 per cent) were 
in the field office.  
 
 

Audit observations 
1.  Risk management 

 
Georgia has a complex operating environment, with protracted conflicts in two regions, political 
instability and frequent natural disasters. This was compounded by the COVID-19 pandemic, which 
caused an economic contraction and diverted and redirected capacities and resources of both the 
country office and the Government. Given the elevated risk in this environment, it is critical to 
ensure that risks are well assessed, and that appropriate measures to mitigate those risks are 
developed and acted upon. 
 
In December 2020 the Georgia Country Office conducted a participatory comprehensive risk 
assessment exercise that resulted in a major revision of its annual risk assessment document.  
 
The audit team noted the following risk assessment and management areas that needed 
strengthening: 

• The root causes of risks were not systematically associated with the risk identified. 
Consequently, the actions identified to manage the risks were not appropriate or sufficient to 
effectively address the root causes of the identified risks. For example, the office documented 
the following risk: “Lack of, or limited commitment, capacities and financial resources of 
national and other partners, shortage of professionals and/or subject matter experts in the 
sectors, the insufficient focus on ‘quality’ and lack of monitoring and evaluation mechanisms 
represent the significant issue across the state programs.” The root driver of the risk was stated 
as follows: “Despite the economic growth in recent years, substantial part of Georgia’s 

 
1 Georgian territory administered by the Government of Georgia. 
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population still lives in poverty.” In the example, the risk itself is not clear and the root cause 
is not clearly associated with the risk.  

• The identified risks were not updated in response to significant changes in the operating 
environment. Therefore, the office risked not making appropriate adjustments to its operating 
and programming actions relevant to changes in the risk environment. 

• Although the office stated that it had implemented adequate controls and mitigants to manage 
the inherent risks, the residual risks2 in the risk register remained as high as the inherent risks. 
This could mean that the controls implemented were not functioning and achieving their 
desired objective: to achieve an acceptable/tolerable residual risk. 
 

The above gaps occurred partly because the office did not implement a quality assurance process 
when conducting the risk assessment and identification exercise. Furthermore, the risk mitigation 
actions were not independently monitored, nor was the status of progress in managing risks 
reviewed, for example, by the country management team or during the annual management 
review.  
 
Agreed action 1 (medium priority): The office has agreed to take appropriate actions to enhance 
the identification and assessment of risks and the implementation of effective measures to 
mitigate the risks identified. 
 
Staff responsible: Operations Manager and Deputy Representative 
Implementation date: December 2021 

 
 

2. Monitoring of office priorities  
 

The office’s annual priorities refer to the most significant programme and management results 
derived from annual programme and management review processes, and subsequent work 
planning activities. Staff indicated that the identification of the 2020 priorities had been a 
participatory process. The priorities should be documented in the annual management plan and 
should be monitored by the country management team. However, implementation of the priorities 
was not monitored in any of the country management team meetings, which created a risk that 
needed corrective actions would not be taken in a timely manner and related priorities would thus 
not be achieved. 
 
The COVID-19 pandemic had a significant impact on programme funding, activities and operations. 
The office’s appeal in response to the pandemic totalled US$4.4 million, of which US$3.1 million 
was funded, representing 45 per cent of all the office’s expenditure in 2020. The magnitude of the 
funding requirements and expenditure reflected a material impact and refocus of programme and 
operational priorities and activities. However, the office’s annual priorities were not adjusted 
following the impacts of the pandemic, and its revised priorities were not documented. This 
created a risk that the office might not focus on the most critical priorities and that their 
implementation would not be periodically monitored. 
 

 
2 Residual risk is the risk remaining after the application of controls to reduce the inherent risk. The 
inherent risk is typically assessed as high compared to the residual risk. 
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Agreed action 2 (medium priority): The office has agreed to monitor annual priorities on a regular 
basis and ensure that adjustments are made and/or corrective actions are taken in response to 
changes in the operating environment as needed. 
 
Staff responsible: Representative, Deputy Representative and Operations Manager 
Implementation date: August 2021 
 
 

3. Field office results 
  
In view of the conflict in the region and the related political sensitivities, office activities in Abkhazia 
only focused on supporting service delivery and individual capacity development. As a result, all 
the programme strategy notes included a differentiated regional strategy for Abkhazia. However, 
the corresponding results were not integrated into the office’s overall programme results matrix. 
In addition, the 2019-2020 Georgia Country Office workplan did not include activities in Abkhazia 
and thus their contributions to the programme results were not evident. In 2021, an internal 
workplan was developed for Abkhazia detailing the planned activities that will contribute to the 
respective programme outputs and outcomes. The field office workplans were based on the 
programme strategy notes and the funded donor projects. 
 
The audit team understands the legitimate concern and efforts of the office to avoid the perception 
of a segregated approach to the country programme. However, it noted that the specific results 
for Abkhazia could be further detailed in the country programme results matrix to mitigate the risk 
that programme results to be achieved in the Abkhazia region would not be prioritized for 
implementation and monitoring. In addition, the field office was not clear about the specific results 
it was expected to achieve over the country programme cycle. In this regard, there was a risk that 
the interventions in the region would be driven by donor funding rather than by organizational 
priorities and would therefore not significantly contribute to the achievement of UNICEF strategic 
objectives.  
 
Agreed action 3 (medium priority): The office has agreed to include in the programme results 
matrix details of the results to be achieved by the field office and to train field office staff to 
facilitate their understanding of the planned results.   
 
Staff responsible: Deputy Representative and Chief of Field Office 
Implementation date: December 2021 

  
 

4. Field office responsibilities and accountabilities 
  
As access by Tbilisi-based staff to activities in Abkhazia was limited to the Representative and 
Deputy Representative, only the staff based in Abkhazia had relevant knowledge of the local 
context that is necessary for the Georgia Country Office to effectively plan work, conduct advocacy 
and raise funds in that region.  
 
Notwithstanding the fact that the office significantly relied on the Abkhazia-based staff, their 
specific responsibilities and accountabilities were not defined in the relevant documents available 
to all office staff, such as the country programme management plan and the annual management 
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plan. Moreover, the processes the field staff followed in navigating the complex relationships with 
stakeholders in the country were not documented. There was thus the risk that the responsibilities 
and accountabilities of the field office could be misunderstood, which could result in mistakes, 
including duplication of efforts and/or a lack of accountability for non-achievement of planned 
outputs. There was also the risk that the office could lose the experience of field office staff and 
their know-how.  
 
Agreed action 4 (medium priority): The office has agreed to document the Abkhazia field office 
responsibilities and accountabilities in relevant records accessible to all staff. 
 
Staff responsible: Representative, Deputy Representative, Operations Manager and Chief of Field Office. 
Implementation date: December 2021 

 

5.  Partnership strategy 
  
According to the 2021-2025 country programme document, the expansion of partnerships was one 
of the critical enablers to further promote and protect child rights, and to enhance programme 
coordination and cross-sectoral work. In addition to the traditional partners, the office stated in 
the country programme document that “it will make greater efforts to engage non-traditional but 
crucial partners, including the private sector, religious leaders and academia.” 
 
However, the office did not have an office-wide partnership strategy to guide this planned 
expansion. Therefore, there was a risk that the office might not systematically identify and 
implement actions that would support its partnership expansion objective(s). The audit team noted 
that the office had a good foundation on which it could build a partnership strategy. This included 
an awareness among office management of the need to expand and leverage partnerships to 
achieve planned results; established focal points for each partner; and the existence of an 
organizational strategic framework for partnerships.  
 
In accordance with the UNICEF strategic framework, the partnership strategy should: establish the 
controls to ensure that partnering is driven by results rather than actors; be based on comparative 
advantages to achieve both greater efficiencies and return on investment; provide for a robust 
partner selection process; establish an internal coordination mechanism that promotes efficiency 
and reduces overlaps; and ensure that partnerships are monitored and evaluated in order to 
facilitate a comprehensive overview of partnerships’ contribution to results. The office had taken 
some actions to build and expand some elements of partnerships. For example, in 2020 it had 
developed a Private Sector Partnership Strategy with a specific action plan that included one 
outcome and four outputs. However, the modalities for implementing and monitoring this action 
plan, as well as its link with the current country programme results, had not been defined. This 
risked that the action plan might not be implemented, or, if implemented, that it might not 
contribute to the country programme planned results. 
 
Agreed action 5 (medium priority): The office has agreed to develop an office-wide partnership 
strategy in line with the UNICEF strategic framework for partnerships. 
 
Staff responsible: Representative and Deputy Representative 
Implementation date: December 2021 
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6. Advocacy strategy and plan 
 
The UNICEF mission statement includes advocacy on behalf of children, and UNICEF offices prepare 
and are governed by advocacy strategies and plans to ensure the effectiveness and efficiency of 
advocacy activities. As Georgia is an upper-middle income country, advocacy is one of the core 
activities to promote child rights defined by the office. In the country programme document, 
advocacy is considered as a critical enabler for programme implementation. The priorities in the 
2020 and 2021 annual management plans of the office included a number of advocacy activities, 
such as: advocacy for updating the child rights chapter in the national human rights strategy; 
drafting of a national strategy on prevention of violence against children; and actions to help 
reduce the digital divide in learning.   
 
However, the office did not include written advocacy strategies or plans in either the 2016-2020 
or the current 2021-2025 country programme documents. There was thus the risk that the office’s 
advocacy activities might be of limited effectiveness and not result in meaningful adjustments to 
national policies for the progressive realization of children’s rights. In this regard, the UNICEF 
advocacy toolkit helps country offices to develop advocacy strategies that influence decision 
makers. 
 
Agreed action 5 (medium priority): The office has agreed to prepare and implement an office-wide 
advocacy plan, including assigned responsibilities and monitoring mechanisms, in line with UNICEF 
organizational guidance, to ensure that the advocacy requirements of the country programme are 
fulfilled. 
 
Staff responsible: Communications and Advocacy Specialist 
Implementation date: October 2021 
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Annex: Methodology and definition  
of priorities and conclusions 

 
The audit team used a combination of methods, including interviews, document reviews and 
testing samples of transactions. The audit compared actual controls, governance and risk 
management practices found in the office against UNICEF policies, procedures and contractual 
arrangements.  
 
OIAI is firmly committed to working with auditees and helping them to strengthen their internal 
controls, governance and risk management practices in the way that is most practical for them. 
With support from the relevant regional office, the country office reviews and comments on the 
OIAI draft report before the departure of the audit team. The Representative and their staff then 
work with the audit team on agreed action plans to address the observations. These plans are 
presented in the report together with the observations they address. OIAI follows up on these 
actions and reports quarterly to management on the extent to which they have been implemented. 
When appropriate, OIAI may agree an action with, or address a recommendation to, an office other 
than the auditee’s (for example, a regional office or Headquarters division). 
 
The audit looks for areas where internal controls can be strengthened to reduce exposure to risk 
of fraud or irregularities. It is not looking for fraud itself. This is consistent with normal auditing 
practices. However, UNICEF auditors will consider any suspected fraud or mismanagement 
reported before or during an audit and will ensure that the relevant bodies are informed. This may 
include asking the investigations section to take action if appropriate. 
 
The audit was conducted in accordance with the International Standards for the Professional 
Practice of Internal Auditing of the Institute of Internal Auditors. OIAI also followed the reporting 
standards of the International Organization of Supreme Audit Institutions. 
 

Priorities attached to agreed actions 
 
High: Action is considered imperative to ensure that the audited entity is not exposed to 

high risks. Failure to take action could result in major consequences and issues. 
 
Medium: Action is considered necessary to avoid exposure to significant risks. Failure to take 

action could result in significant consequences. 
 
Low: Action is considered desirable and should result in enhanced control or better 

value for money. Low-priority actions, if any, are agreed with the regional office 
management but are not included in the final report. 

 

Conclusions 
 
The overall conclusion presented in the summary falls into one of four categories: 
 
[Unqualified (satisfactory) conclusion] 
Based on the audit work performed, OIAI concluded at the end of the audit that the governance, 
risk management and internal control processes to mitigate the significant risks in the areas 
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audited were generally established and functioning during the period under audit. 
 
[Qualified conclusion, moderate] 
Based on the audit work performed, OIAI concluded at the end of the audit that, subject to 
implementation of the agreed actions described, the governance, risk management and internal 
control processes to mitigate the significant risks in the areas audited were generally established 
and functioning during the period under audit. 
 
[Qualified conclusion, strong] 
Based on the audit work performed, OIAI concluded that the governance, risk management and 
internal control processes to mitigate the significant risks in the areas audited needed 
improvement to be adequately established and functioning.   
 
[Adverse conclusion] 
Based on the audit work performed, OIAI concluded that the controls and processes related to 
governance, risk management and internal controls to mitigate the significant risks in the areas 
audited needed significant improvement to be adequately established and functioning.   
 


