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Summary 

 
The Office of Internal Audit and Investigations (OIAI) has conducted an audit of the Venezuela 
Country Office. It covered the period from July 2019 to March 2021.  It was conducted from 6 
to 29 April 2021 and was done remotely due to the COVID-19 pandemic-related global travel 
restrictions (see Audit objectives and scope, page 4). The audit focused on the management 
of key areas that had been identified as potential risks in a prior risk assessment (see 
Objectives and scope, page 4).  
 
The audit noted several areas that worked well. UNICEF is the UN agency with the largest 
footprint in Venezuela and had been recognized by donors as the leader in inter-agency 
cluster coordination and in other areas. Meanwhile UNICEF’s Evaluation Office had evaluated 
the organization’s emergency response in Venezuela, and the office had made significant 
progress in addressing the recommendations of the resulting report, which had been issued 
in June 2020. The office had made good use of data visualization, along with a strong quality 
assurance process on reporting; these enabled increased visibility of the office’s achievements 
both internally and externally.  
 
The office had also successfully adapted to the changes in its operating environment during 
the Covid-19 pandemic, in order to continue delivering; this included distance learning 
following school closures, provision of school-kits and school feeding to children in their 
homes, along with other measures.  
 
However, the audit made a number of observations, one of which was rated as high priority 
(that is to say, requiring immediate management attention). This concerned the office’s risk 
assessment (including fraud-risk assessment), which needed to better take into account the 
context and situation; there was also a need to agree, with the regional office, what the limits 
to political and humanitarian risk should be (see page 6). 
 
 

Conclusion 
Based on the audit work performed, OIAI’s rating was qualified (moderate), meaning that, 
subject to implementation of the agreed actions described, the controls and processes over 
the office were generally established and functioning. The country office, the Latin America 
and Caribbean Regional Office, and OIAI intend to work together to monitor implementation 
of the measures that have been agreed. 
 
A full list of conclusions and their definitions is given in Annex A. 
 

Office of Internal Audit and Investigations (OIAI)                  September 2021 
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Audit objectives and scope  
 
The Office of Internal Audit and Investigations (OIAI) has conducted an audit of the Venezuela 
Country Office. The objective of the audit was to provide reasonable assurance as to whether 
the office’s governance, risk management and internal control processes over key activities 
were adequate and effective. The audit was conducted remotely from 6 to 29 April 2021 due 
to the COVID-19 pandemic-related global travel restrictions (see Annex A on Methodology). It 
covered the period from July 20219 to March 2021. 
 
The audit sought to assess key risks to the achievement of the office’s outcomes.  It focused 
on several key risk areas, which were identified in a risk assessment prior to the audit. They 
included: the office’s risk management and anti-fraud strategies; human resources and work 
arrangements; the framework for the country and emergency programmes; partnership 
management; procurement, supplies and contracting; and treasury and finance. 
 
This report presents the more important risks and issues found by the audit, the measures 
agreed with the client to address them, and the timelines and accountabilities for their 
implementation. It does not include lower-level risks, which have been communicated to the 
client during the audit.  
 
The need to conduct the audit remotely meant that OIAI was unable to have direct interaction 
with the beneficiary communities or inspect projects supported by the office or physical 
review of installations. To reach the audit conclusions, the audit team relied entirely on our 
analyses of data available in corporate systems, review of the office’s monitoring processes 
and related reports, scanned copies of documents provided by the office, and of discussions 
with staff, selected donors, and key implementing partners. Although OIAI performed the 
audit with due professional care, the internal audit cannot provide any assurance that all the 
control weaknesses or fraud will be detected. 
 

Background  

Venezuela is a complex operating environment for UNICEF.  According to the National Institute 
of Statistics (INE) of Venezuela, the last census (in 2011) found that Venezuela had a 
population of 28.9 million, with 7.4 million (27 percent) being children under 15 years of age.1 
It had the third highest per capita income in Latin America2 and the lowest rate of income 
inequality (ECLAC, Social Panorama of Latin America, 2013).3 As of 2020, however, Venezuela’s 
population had decreased to 28.4 million and the Gini coefficient increased to 0.7434.5 The 
annual percentage inflation in consumer prices increased 1,110 percent over the period 2012-
20166 and the Venezuelan economy has been steadily shrinking since 2013.7  
 

 
1 XIV Censo Nacional de Población y Vivienda published in the Electronic bulletin of May 2014. See 
Censos de población y vivienda (ine.gov.ve). 
2 World Bank, per capita GNI, 2012. 
3 Social Panorama of Latin America 2013 | Publication | Economic Commission for Latin America and 
the Caribbean (cepal.org). 
4 www.worldpopulationreview.com. 
5 The Gini coefficient is a measure of inequality in a country, where 0 equals absolute equality; 1 
would indicate absolute concentration of wealth.  
6 Inflation, consumer prices (annual percentage) - Venezuela, RB | Data (worldbank.org). 
7 Venezuela GDP Annual Growth Rate | 1998-2019 Data | 2020-2021 Forecast | Historical 
(tradingeconomics.com). 

http://www.ine.gov.ve/index.php?option=com_content&view=category&id=95&Itemid=26
https://www.cepal.org/en/publications/36736-social-panorama-latin-america-2013#:~:text=The%202013%20edition%20of%20Social,exploratory%20and%20therefore%20not%20comprehensive.
https://www.cepal.org/en/publications/36736-social-panorama-latin-america-2013#:~:text=The%202013%20edition%20of%20Social,exploratory%20and%20therefore%20not%20comprehensive.
http://www.worldpopulationreview.com/
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/FP.CPI.TOTL.ZG?locations=VE
https://tradingeconomics.com/venezuela/gdp-growth-annual
https://tradingeconomics.com/venezuela/gdp-growth-annual
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The above figures show a significant change in the country situation from the moment where 
the 2015-2019 country programme (since extended to December 2021) was approved. The 
COVID-19 pandemic came on the heels of six consecutive years of economic contraction, with 
growing hyperinflation, increased political, social and institutional tensions, weakening public 
services and mixed migration flows.  
 
UNICEF is meeting the current challenges to children’s wellbeing with an integrated, multi-
sectoral response.  The office has greatly scaled up its operations. Staff have increased from 
20 in 2016 to 185 at the end of 2020, and there are now four field offices and a number of 
smaller hubs and outposted staff. This response is in addition to the regular work of the 2015-
2019 country programme, which has been extended to 2021. This had three main components 
(Health and nutrition, Education and Child Protection). The budget for the initial five-year 
programme was US$ 14.27 million; however, UNICEF’s HAC appeal8 for Venezuela for 2021 is 
US$ 201.8 million. 
 

Observations 
 
1. Risk management, including fraud risk 

There is a great deal that can go wrong in development and humanitarian work, and this calls 
for a consistent approach to identification and management of the risks involved – including, 
amongst others, fraud. The risks faced by UNICEF in Venezuela had been increased by the 
large changes it had undergone to respond to the crisis, including increasing its staff almost 
tenfold, and shifting its programming from policy support to direct implementation of the 
response.  At the time of the audit, the office was trying to enhance its risk management and 
anti-fraud action plan. However, the audit noted that aspects of the risk assessment were not 
being systematically addressed and used to inform programming.  
 
The office’s 2020 Annual Risk Assessment (ARA) had identified a number of operational risks. 
However, other context-specific risk factors (e.g. political tensions, access limitations, 
restrictions on civil society, and hyperinflation) were not included in the risk assessment. The 
audit also noted that the Humanitarian Response Plan (HRP)9 mentioned a number of 
additional operational risks that were not captured by the ARA. This meant that some 
processes were not fully risk informed. Further, it was unclear how internal control 
effectiveness was assessed; there were instances where the risk was rated higher once 
controls were in place.  
 
Additionally, in so politically sensitive a situation, leadership and technical support from the 
regional office is required to manage certain risks in order to allow the country office to focus 
on the needs of the vulnerable. The office should further seek assistance from the regional 
office in defining and managing the political and humanitarian red lines for the office, and 
regularly reviewing the risk tolerances.  
 
Fraud risk: UNICEF has a zero-tolerance policy against fraud, misconduct, and corruption in its 
work and partnerships. In the current Venezuelan context, the three corners of the fraud 

 
8 HAC stands for Humanitarian Action for Children. A HAC is an appeal that UNICEF launches for 
assistance for a particular crisis or emergency response, and will state how much UNICEF thinks it 
needs to raise for a given situation. The appeals page is at https://www.unicef.org/appeals/; the page 
for Venezuela is at https://www.unicef.org/appeals/venezuela. 
9 An HRP is prepared by concerned agencies working in an emergency country with the help of the 
UN’s Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA). They may also be prepared for 
global crises such as the COVID-19 Pandemic. The 2021 HRP for Venezuela may be found (in Spanish) 
at https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/operations/venezuela/document/venezuela-plan-de-
respuesta-humanitaria-2021. 
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triangle (pressure, opportunity, and rationalization) are present and therefore fraud risk 
needs to be consistently assessed and addressed. The Venezuela office is implementing 
programmes that have an elevated risk of fraud or diversion, such as the provision of 
conditional cash incentives, school feeding or supply deliveries. However, the risk of fraud had 
not been specifically considered in the office’s risk assessment – meaning there were no 
formal mitigation measures for these risks.   
 
Agreed action 1 (high priority): The office agrees to: 
 

i. Incorporate contextual and situational analysis into its risk and fraud-risk 
assessments. 

ii. In eGRC, carefully assess the hierarchy of controls in place to ensure the office 
implements the most effective and reliable controls in place, and that the remaining 
risk falls within the tolerance levels agreed with the regional office.  

iii. Regularly discuss and agree with the regional office the political and humanitarian risk 
tolerances (red lines) and ensure these are reflected in the AMP or eGRC as 
appropriate. 

 
Responsible staff members: Representative, Deputy Representative Operations, Deputy 
Representative Programme, Chief Field Operations 
Date by which action will be taken: December 2021 
 
 

2. Crisis response 

The crisis response is currently the largest and most demanding part of the office’s work, the 
more so since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic – since when about 120,000 migrants have 
returned to Venezuela (see Background section, above). The audit noted two key risks to the 
office’s crisis-related programming: first, a funding shortfall against the humanitarian appeal 
(the HAC) and the increased need to prioritize high impact activities with flexible funding; and 
second, a need to strengthen linkages between the crisis work and more regular, 
development-oriented activities. The first of these could clearly weaken the crisis response; 
the second could impede the eventual transition back into a regular country programme and 
lessen the long-term impact of the crisis work. 
 
Funding shortfall and programme prioritization: In 2020, the funds allocated to UNICEF in 
Venezuela for the crisis related response (US$ 82.7 million) were only 54 percent of the HAC 
appeal for the year, which had been US$ 153.2 million. As of February 2021, out of the 
US$ 201.8 million in the 2021 HAC appeal, the funding gap was so far 83 percent. According 
to the office, a further US$14.5 million was in the pipeline in response to the HAC, and there 
was a high probability of it being received, but this still left a considerable shortfall against the 
appeal. This funding gap obviously made it harder to meet the needs of the most vulnerable 
children. This was the more so because the funds that were received, were sometimes 
earmarked for a few areas of need.  
 
The audit did note that the office had recently updated the programme structure in UNICEF’s 
management system, VISION, to better align humanitarian response activities with the 
structure created for the regular country programme, which consisted of development 
programming. This should enable better monitoring of available and utilized funding against 
progress at the outcome and output levels and should assist in the prioritization of 
interventions based on the shifting needs of the most vulnerable and marginalized. 
 
Humanitarian and development work: Strengthening the coherence between the UN's 
development and humanitarian efforts is one of the explicit objectives of the guidance on the 
UN Sustainable Development Cooperation Framework. UNICEF’s procedure on linking 
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humanitarian and development programming requires humanitarian-development activities 
to be mainstreamed through the annual management plan and the workplans.  
 
The audit noted that some of the office’s crisis-related work was in areas such as system 
maintenance and strengthening, where the link with development was clearly important; 
however, it was not always evident in the workplans. This was in part because of donor 
conditionalities and an initial focus only on the crisis-related activities. However, the link 
between humanitarian and development activities should be built into programmes as much 
as is appropriate.  
 
Agreed action 2 (medium priority): The office agrees to: 
 

i. Regularly assess the plan against allotted funds and use that to reprioritize 
unearmarked funds to address the needs of the most vulnerable and most impactful 
activities. 

ii. Ensure that humanitarian and development activities are clearly linked in all sector 
workplans. 

 
Responsible staff members: Representative, Deputy Representative Programmes, Chief of 
Programme Monitoring and Evaluation (PM&E), Chief Field Operations 
Date by which action will be taken: February 2022 
 
 

3. Humanitarian needs overview 

Needs assessments provide the evidence base for UNICEF and inter-agency response plans 
and HAC appeals. If the data needed for this is not available, the needs assessment may be 
wrong. The office, and the humanitarian community in general, acknowledge that it can be 
hard to get accurate disaggregated data on the situation of children in Venezuela. There was 
thus the risk that the increasing and varying needs of the most vulnerable children were not 
addressed in the HRP. 
 
The audit noted, for example, that the numbers of children in need as stated in the 2020 and 
2021 Humanitarian Needs Overview (HNO) and UNICEF’s HAC were the same as in 2019. Given 
the progress of the economic crisis in the country and the effect of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
this seems unlikely. But official data was scarce, not accessible, or unreliable.  
 
The office did try to obtain accurate data to inform the HNO and thus the HRP. To supplement 
the data scarcity, it is currently using data from ENCOVI10 to assess the situation of children 
and has also been collecting data at the field level through field-monitoring surveys using 
Kobo,11 supplemented by internal monitoring. Local NGOs have also been a source of 
information on the situation of the children.  
 
In some of the audit interviews, however, it was suggested that, given the challenges in 
obtaining official data, more should be done. Expanding the use of tools and using the field 
offices to obtain more information would assist greatly. Enhanced data collection and 
situational analysis is fundamental for targeting the most vulnerable children and ensuring 
the office’s humanitarian actions address actual needs. 
 
Agreed action 3 (medium priority): The office agrees to use its increased field presence to 
enhance data collection and analysis across the programme sectors at the office, cluster and 
inter-agency levels, so as to strengthen the situational analysis and needs assessment, target 

 
10 ENCOVI is a cooperation of three Venezuelan academic institutions (www.proyectoencovi.com). 
11 KoBoToolbox, developed by the Harvard Humanitarian Initiative, is an open source suite of tools for data 

collection and analysis in humanitarian emergencies. 
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the most vulnerable and inform sector workplans. 
 
Responsible staff members: Deputy Representative Programmes, Deputy Representative 
Operations, Chief Field Operations, Chief of PM&E 
Date by which action will be taken: December 2021 
 
 

4. Accountability to Affected Population and PSEA 

Effective commitment to AAP12 includes implementation of reporting channels for 
beneficiaries who wish to report fraud or malpractice involving humanitarian aid.  As part of 
its AAP action plan, the office had just introduced a hotline for reporting cases of fraud and 
SEA. The office intended to analyze any cases reported, to inform programme strategy and if 
needs be any course correction. However, it was not clear what their mechanism would be 
for doing this. Also, the audit considers that it is also important that information from the 
hotline is used to inform the humanitarian needs assessment, the fraud-assessment and risk 
management strategy.  
 
At the inter-agency level, however, UNICEF had played a key role in mainstreaming the 
collective AAP Framework, from which it developed its own AAP action plan. 
 
The IASC also notes that Sexual Exploitation and Abuse (SEA) constitutes the most egregious 
breach of AAP and measures must be in place at both the community and organizational levels 
to prevent it. In July 2019, the Humanitarian Country Team (HCT) in Venezuela formed an 
inter-agency prevention-of-SEA (PSEA) network and its workplan was launched in early 2020. 
 
Concurrently, the UNICEF office had drawn up its own PSEA action plan. Normally, an office 
would have a PSEA Coordinator role to implement it and ensure that PSEA is mainstreamed 
into programmes. However, due to lack of funding, the plan was first implemented by two 
consultants, and after they left by a PSEA focal point who did it in addition to their own job. 
Given that PSEA is a priority for UNICEF, the office needed the support of the regional office 
in seeking additional funding (or an alternative, such as a mobile regional PSEA champion). 
This could ensure that the PSEA plan is implemented and is sustainable. 
 
Agreed action 4 (medium priority): The office should: 
 

i. Document clearly how the information from the hotline will be used to inform 
programme strategy, the humanitarian needs assessment, the fraud-risk assessment 
and risk strategies.  

ii. Work with the regional office and UNICEF’s Office of Emergency Programmes 
(EMOPS) to find a lasting solution for PSEA coordination, and to ensure information 
obtained from the hotline is analyzed and used to ensure preventative systems and 
controls. 

 
Responsible staff members: Chief Field Operations, Deputy Representative Operations, 
Deputy Representative Programmes, Chief of PM&E 
Date by which action will be taken: December 2021 

 
12 UNICEF observes the IASC’s definition of AAP as: “An active commitment to use power responsibly 
by taking account of, giving account to, and being held to account by the people humanitarian 
organizations seek to assist”, and as putting “communities and people at the centre of humanitarian 
action and promoting respect for their fundamental human rights underpinned by the right to life 
with dignity, and the right to protection and security as set forth in international law”. The IASC is the 
Inter-Agency Standing Committee, established by a decision of the UN General Assembly in 1992. It 
works in countries where there is a humanitarian response, and coordinates the humanitarian 
response of UN and other bodies. See https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/iasc/. 
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5. Preparedness for emergency response  

Emergency preparedness is essential to UNICEF’s mission, enabling it to deliver timely, 
effective and life-saving humanitarian assistance. UNICEF has an Emergency Preparedness 
Platform (EPP) that is designed to increase UNICEF’s preparedness for emergency response. 
The level of preparedness of all offices is measured against these standards.  
 
A significant portion of Venezuela’s poor population lives in communities and in structures 
that make them especially vulnerable to earthquakes, floods and landslides that occur in the 
country, which is vulnerable to tropical cyclones and earthquakes. The office had recognized 
this in its 2020 risk assessment. However, it had last updated its EPP in December 2018, 
making it 19 months overdue.  
 
The office also lacked contingency programme documents with partners and pre-positioned 
stock. This could impair the office’s ability to respond rapidly to emergencies. For example, in 
November 2020 heavy rains had an impact on thousands of families, with 62 percent of the 
affected population being children and adolescents. The audit was informed that there were 
some delays to the response. 
 
Agreed action 5 (medium priority): The office agrees to ensure that it has the right capacity 
to respond effectively to the ongoing risk of natural disasters and will regularly update the 
EPP. 
 
Responsible staff members: Representative, Deputy Representative Programmes, Deputy 
Representative Operations, Chief Field Operations 
Date by which action will be taken: February 2022 
 
 

6. Office structure and decentralization  

The Venezuela office had strengthened its field presence; by the end of 2020, there were four 
field offices, six satellite offices and five hubs.13 It had also significantly increased the number 
of staff, from 20 staff in 2016 to 158 at the end of March 2021. The office was expecting to 
establish 14 additional satellite offices. The expansion was in response to the review of the 
humanitarian response by the Office of Evaluation in June 2020, which had recommended the 
office prioritize decentralization to further enhance programme delivery.  
 
However, the office’s accountability framework had not yet caught up with this expansion; 
fund allocation and priority setting was performed by the sectors leads and not the Chief of 
Field Offices (CFO), while the post of Chief, Field Operations was only temporarily filled. This 
caused a risk that there might be insufficient intersectoral integration of programmes. 
Stronger coordination could also help identify local-level opportunities that could be scaled 
up. 
 
The office was aware that, as it expanded, it would need to re-align its staffing with current 
programming and intentionally involve field offices in the planning of interventions. It was in 
the process of implementing a new Decentralized Programme Accountability Framework that 
assisted decentralization of some processes to field level .The office stated that it in October 
2020 it had also started piloting a Contribution Management procedure that was to be 
extended to other field offices and sections, and would hopefully improve and clarify the 

 
13 A field office is fully fledged office with different programme sections, serving a particular region or 
province. A hub is an outpost of a field office; the Venezuela country office defines it as a temporary 
office with 5-6 staff. Satellites are extensions of hubs with non-permanent presence, and would have 
1-2 mobile staff. 
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accountability framework in the expanded office structure. 
 
Agreed action 6 (medium priority): The office agrees to enhance the decentralization process 
by:  
 

i. Finalizing the review of the staffing skill spread by sector, field office and level, to 
better align UNICEF’s structures and authorities with field-level programme strategies 
and workloads. 

ii. Updating the accountability framework, to ensure clarity of accountabilities in the 
results chain, build on the field presence and improve inter-sectoral integration. 

 
Responsible staff members: Representative, Deputy Representative Operations, Deputy 
Representative Programmes, Chief Field Operations, Chief of PM&E, HR Manager  
Date by which action will be taken: December 2021 
 
 

7. Recruitment and staffing 

The office had 118 approved posts, of which 24 were vacant. The vacancy rate may have 
reflected the office’s rapid growth of the last two years; it had completed 80 recruitments in 
2020. But the audit also noted that 20 of these posts had been empty six months or more 
(UNICEF country offices in an emergency context are expected to complete the recruitment 
process within 30 days). This will inevitably have increased the strain on existing staff, risking 
suboptimal programme implementation and insufficient segregation of duties. 
 
The burden on the current staff had been increased by COVID-19. The office had made 
significant efforts to ensure staff wellbeing during the pandemic, including obtaining approval 
for Special Emergency Compressed Time Off (SECTO) for locally recruited personnel. However, 
feedback obtained by the audit from staff across the country indicated that national and 
international staff continue to feel overwhelmed. The COVID pandemic meant that staff were 
afforded more flexible working arrangements; a number of staff took advantage of these, but 
the staff who did not felt fill obliged to ‘fill in’ when necessary. This was compounded by the 
fact that Venezuela is ranked as a family duty station, and international staff in Caracas were 
not entitled to Rest & Recuperation. The office noted that other UN agencies were exploring 
the possibility of providing some form of relief and some had piloted more flexible 
arrangements for their international staff.  (The office also mentioned the need to improve 
the medical insurance companies’ response time to UNICEF and other UN agencies operating 
in the country, as there were significant delays in issuing reimbursement.) 
 
The above makes it important to speed the recruitment process where possible. The audit 
could not identify the bottlenecks in the process, as the timelines were not specifically 
tracked, but the main challenges included attracting suitable candidates with experience in 
humanitarian response and who could deal with language barriers. It did not help that the 
country had the characteristics of an emergency duty station but without the normal benefits, 
such as R&R.  
 
Agreed action 7 (medium priority): The office agrees to:  
 

i. Take measures to identify and address the root causes of delays in recruitment. 
ii. Discuss and agree with the regional office the possibilities of alternative relief 

provisions for international staff. 
 
Responsible staff members: Deputy Representative Operations, HR Manager 
Date by which action will be taken: October2021 
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8. Partnership management 
At the time of the audit the office was working with 54 partners. None had been selected 
competitively; all had been chosen by direct selection.14  This creates a risk that the office may 
not be getting the best possible value for money, or may not consider partners that it has not 
worked with before. 
 
The office stated that direct selection was used because, at the onset of the emergency 
response, there were no NGOs that had the relevant capacity – so it had to work to develop 
the NGOs with potential. However, this may have placed demands on the NGOs in question; 
the audit noted an instance where a partner who had declared US$ 63,000 as their total 
operating budget prior to working with UNICEF, was given US$ 3.2 million in cash transfers 
during the audit period.  
 
In interviews with the audit team, partners spoken to acknowledged their lack of capacity at 
the outset, and admitted that they were facing challenges in meeting the targets given and 
that they were having difficulties in complying with UNICEF’s requirements. The NGO partners 
also faced operational problems like access limitations, security concerns, lack of fuel, 
constant increase of prices, etc. The audit noted that normally the same partners are selected 
repeatedly and are therefore managing more than US$ 100,000. It also noted that risks and 
prior anomalies or findings concerning a partner are not considered in the programme 
documents so as to inform partnership management or monitoring. Given the context of 
Venezuela, a risk-informed approach should be considered. 
 
The audit did note that, over the period under audit, the office had made significant progress 
in managing its NGO partnerships; there had been increased assurance activities, 
programmatic support, and significant efforts in capacity building. Preparation of a 
partnerships management strategy for UNICEF Venezuela 2021/2022 is underway, which will 
ensure that partner mapping is done, duplication is avoided and there are effective 
partnerships at the field level. There are also plans to roll out the UN Partner Portal,15 which 
will strengthen due diligence in the partner selection process. 
 
Simplification of partnership agreements: In responding to emergencies, simplification and 
efficiency measures apply to all partnerships. For this, offices should follow the provisions on 
partnership agreements in the Simplified Standard Operating Procedures (SSOP). Under these, 
UNICEF and NGO partners should use the simplified Humanitarian Programme Documents 
(HPD). These undergo review using the programme document amendment submission and 
approval form; they don’t need to go through an office’s partnership review committee (PRC). 
 
The office said that it would keep applying the SSOPs, but it was not clear on what criteria it 
used full programme documents (PDs) rather than HPDs. It was also unclear how it decided 
whether or not to submit the agreements to the PRC, given that the amounts and partnerships 
signed were similar. 
 
Agreed action 8 (medium priority): The office agrees to:  
 

i. Include a regular partnership review as part of the partnership strategy. In accordance 

 
14 UNICEF recommends that offices select its partners by competitive tender if possible, but accepts 
that they may need to choose and approach a partner directly under some circumstances – for 
example, if an NGO has special expertise, is the only NGO working in a given region, or is needed for 
very urgent activities. In some locations an office may have a limited choice of NGO partners. 
15 The UN Partner Portal is a site through which NGOs can find potential partners in the UN system. 
See www.unpartnerportal.org. 
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with the Grand Bargain,16 this should include a localization indicator,17 with 
appropriate actions taken to enhance the partners capacity or cease working with 
them. 

ii. Clarify the use of Humanitarian Programme Document instead of the Programme 
Document and submission to the Partnership Review Committee and reflect in the 
partnership strategy accordingly. 

 
Responsible staff members: Deputy Representative Programmes, Chief of PM&E, HACT & 
Partnership Specialist  
Date by which action will be taken: December 2021 
 
 

9. Assurance on cash transfers  

The office had disbursed US$ 30.8 million to 50 NGO partners during the period covered by 
the audit.  
 
UNICEF country offices need to monitor progress towards results and ensure that funds 
disbursed to implementing partners are used for the intended purposes. For this purpose, 
UNICEF and certain other UN agencies have implemented the Harmonized Approach to Cash 
Transfers (HACT). This includes a suite of assurance activities, including programmatic visits to 
check on implementation progress, spot checks on partners’ financial management, and 
scheduled and special audits. The office was implementing HACT and had achieved 133 
percent implementation for programmatic visits (PVs) and 70 percent for spot checks. 
However, the audit noted one or two gaps in effective HACT implementation that could 
weaken the assurance obtained by the office on the use of funds. 
 
Programmatic visits: The audit sampled 10 programmatic visit reports. Most of them 
captured relevant information, such as the extent to which the most vulnerable were reached 
and the feedback of the affected population. However, in at least six reports, progress towards 
the achievement of targets was not stated or analyzed, and recommendations/action points 
did not address the weaknesses detected during the visit. In eight cases where supply 
monitoring was applicable, the reports did not always provide sufficient information on the 
supplies distributed.  For example, in the case of one NGO, the report was limited to reporting 
that the partner had received the supplies and that distribution was in process.  
 
Spot checks: The office had contracted Deloitte to carry out the financial assurance activities 
required by the HACT framework. A review of a sample of 10 spot checks found that reports 
were adequately filled out and identified relevant issues. Key findings arising from spot checks 
included lack of documentation to support expenditures reported; differences between 
exchange rate used by the partner and the central bank; and failure to stamp invoices paid 
using UNICEF funds.  
 
At the time of the audit, the office did not have the means to quantify possible ineligible 
expenditure reported by partners. Moreover, the recommendations issued after spot checks 
did not require partners to present missing documentation for validation. The office said that 

 
16 The Grand Bargain is a 2016 agreement between some of the largest donors and humanitarian 
organizations. It now includes 61 signatories, including 24 states, 11 UN agencies, 21 NGOs and a 
number of transnational organizations. It has a number of objectives, including transparency, 
efficiency and greater participation by beneficiaries. It also recognizes that local NGOs are often the 
first to respond to crises and commits signatories to engage with local and national responders and 
reinforce rather than replace local and national capacities. See 
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/grand-bargain. 
17 The Grand Bargain includes agreement to, and processes for, improving participation of local-level 
actors. See https://gblocalisation.ifrc.org/grand-bargain-localisation-workstream-2/. 
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eTools18 had been used to track ineligible expenditure, documentation and action taken for 
high-risk recommendations as of April 2021.  
 
Figure 1: Overdue recommendations from assurance activities, by period and priority level   
  

 
 
Follow-up: The office uses e-tools to follow up on findings and recommendations arising from 
programmatic visits and spot checks. In 2020 the office had made good progress in reducing 
the number of outstanding open actions. Nevertheless, as of March 2021, the e-tools 
monitoring dashboard showed approximately 97 outstanding high-risk issues, of which about 
37 percent were overdue (see figure 1, above). 
 
Agreed action 9 (medium priority ): The office agrees to:  
 

i. Enhance quality assurance over programmatic visits to ensure recommendations 
address weaknesses and supplies are adequately assessed. 

ii. Improve unsupported expenses monitoring to enable quantification of ineligible 
expenditure. 

iii. Regularly review action points allocated to programme staff and ensure their timely 
closure. 

 
Responsible staff member: Deputy Representative Programmes, Deputy Representative 
Operation, Chief of PM&E, HACT & Partnership Specialist, Chief of Supply & Logistics, 
Operations Specialist 
Date by which action will be taken: October 2021 
 
 

10.   Processing of direct cash transfers 

The office had disbursed US$ 31.3 million during the period under audit, 99.7 percent of which 
went to local and international NGOs. The office used direct cash transfers (DCTs) as the 
primary means to disburse funds to implementing partners. The main challenges faced by the 
office included delays in disbursement due to partner bank accounts being closed or frozen, 
or to local currency devaluation. Delays in disbursements could slow down implementation of 
activities. 
 
The office issued DCTs of approximately US$ 2.9 million to implementing partners with 60 
days or less to grant expiry. Such last-minute transactions put additional pressure on UNICEF 

 
18 A suite of tools designed by UNICEF to help offices keep track of various functions, including those 
under HACT. The different components are currently being introduced across UNICEF offices. 
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staff and partners to implement activities and liquidate expenses before grant expiry. This can 
also lead to excessive changes in funding sources, which increases the risk of inaccurate 
reporting. 
 
Moreover, feedback obtained from UNICEF staff and from partners suggested a need to 
provide further training on cash-transfer processing, to increase awareness of the procedures, 
roles, and responsibilities. 
 
Agreed action 10 (medium priority): The office agrees to identify and address the root causes 
of disbursement close to grant expiry. 
 
Responsible staff members: Deputy Representative Programmes, Deputy Representative 
Operations, Chief of PM&E, Operations Specialist 
Date by which action will be taken: October 2021 
 
 

11.   Supply plans and distribution 

From June 2019 to March 2021, the office procured approximately US$ 51 million-worth of 
programme supplies and contracted services. Offshore procurement amounted to 30.7 
million, mainly composed of health supplies (these accounted for 80 percent). The audit 
reviewed the office’s systems and processes for supplies and found that they needed to 
improve planning and coordination between programme sections, field offices and operation 
sections. 
 
Supply plans: Programme sections contribute to the Procurement plan based on each 
section’s needs. However, the audit noted not all sections provided their inputs early enough 
to enable efficient and timely planning. It also found that, conversely, the supply unit was not 
involved in all programme sections’ annual work planning process.  
 
The audit reviewed data for 404 local purchase orders (worth about US$ 8.8 million) and noted 
that 30 percent (US$ 3.6 million) of the supply purchase orders (POs) reviewed were delivered 
by the supplier 14 or more days late. Further, the office raised at least 158 POs (US$ 3.8 
million) 45 days or less prior to grant expiry. The audit notes that not all grants require 
procurement and distribution to end users before grant expiry. However, some do, and 
ordering close to grant expiry may suggest poor planning; it may also lead to an office getting 
sub-optimal value for money. These findings indicate the office could further improve its 
planning process to minimize late deliveries and last-minute transactions.  
 
The office said that it was common for vendors to import supplies, due to poor local 
production capacity. Therefore, delays reflected in PO data could in some cases be related to 
unrealistic dates entered or failure to adjust PO delivery dates as per delivery dates indicated 
by vendors.  
 
Supply distribution: Inventory levels were monitored, and a weekly distribution plan 
prepared. From June 2019 to March 2021, the office dispatched from the warehouses about 
US$ 19.3 million-worth in supplies to partners as part of programme activities. However, 
around 19 percent (US$ 3.6 million) of supplies were distributed by UNICEF to partners two 
weeks or more after the recommended dispatch end date. Moreover, on multiple occasions, 
requests were created one or two days before the expected delivery date.  
 
In discussion with the audit, field offices also raised the need for the country office to consider 
the field offices more in supply procurement and distribution coordination, as there had been 
cases where they received inventory they were not expecting. The office said that a new 
distribution planning process had been implemented in 2020. 
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Agreed action 11 (medium priority): The office agrees to establish a supply system with clear 
accountabilities at country and field offices levels, to develop and monitor supply and logistic 
plans linked to workplans. The system should ensure staff are aware of their roles and 
responsibilities within the supply chain. 
 
Responsible staff members: Chief Supply and Logistic, Deputy Representative Operations, 
Deputy Representative Programmes, HR Manager 
Date by which action will be taken: December 2021 
 
 

12.   End-user monitoring 

End-user monitoring activities are designed to measure if aid reaches, and is correctly used 
by, those that need it. The audit found that the office had made strenuous efforts to carry out 
end-user monitoring; in particular, its process for results reporting of the high-frequency 
priority indicators was outstanding. However, there were one or two areas where further 
adjustments could be made to eliminate the risk of misuse or diversion of supplies. 
 
The office had devised a decentralized annual monitoring plan that, in addition to 
programmatic visits, included complementary monitoring activities, and both internal and 
third-party monitoring. The audit’s review of the monitoring coverage of 2020 and 2021 plans 
and progress on 2020 activities indicated it was being implemented as planned. With the 
onset of the Covid-19 pandemic, the office had adapted its processes and commenced remote 
monitoring via phone calls. The office had also been making further efforts in reaching the 
end users (through teachers, protection counsellors, mothers and families, etc.) to obtain 
their feedback, insights and recommendations through third parties and academic 
institutions. However, these extra initiatives were not part of the monitoring plan and were 
not undertaken systematically.  
 
For some interventions, the office has limited access to the end users, with the authorities 
preventing UNICEF obtaining their feedback in some instances. However, the audit noted that 
there were other instances – such as conditional cash incentives, provision of water, Covid-19 
PPEs, school feeding, school kits, etc. – where the office should be able to obtain feedback 
from the target populations. This is pertinent as a number of the issues arising from the 
monitoring activities relate to items not distributed or incentives not received. The reporting 
line instituted as part of the AAP strategy could be leveraged to obtain end user inputs as well 
(see observation Accountability to Affected Populations and PSEA). 
 
Agreed action 12 (medium priority): The office agrees to:  
 

i. Integrate end-user monitoring with programme monitoring to realize efficiencies and 
synergies from the different activities. 

ii. Consider relevant cases reported in the AAP reporting line and reflect them in the 
monitoring plan and activities as appropriate. 

iii. Coordinate among the different units (Programme Monitoring & Evaluation, 
programme sections, Supply and Logistics, and field-offices) on how results reported 
should be updated with the findings from monitoring. 

 
Responsible staff members: Chief of PM&E, Deputy Representative Programmes, HACT & 
Partnership Specialist  
Date by which action will be taken: December 2021 
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Annex A:  Methodology, and definitions 
of priorities and conclusions 

 
The audit team used a combination of methods, including interviews with staff of the office, 
donors and implementing partners, document reviews and testing samples of transactions. It 
conducted the audit remotely because of the COVID-19 pandemic that prevented on-site visit.  
The audit compared actual controls, governance and risk management practices found in the 
office against expected controls established in 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 upon a 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 auditees (for example, a regional office 
or HQ division). 
 
The audit looks for areas where internal controls can be strengthened to reduce exposure to 
fraud or irregularities. It is not looking for fraud itself. This is consistent with normal auditing 
practices. However, UNICEF’s 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 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 country-
office management but are not included in the final report. 

 

Conclusions 
 
The conclusions presented in the Summary fall into one of four categories: 
 
[Unqualified (satisfactory) conclusion] 
Based on the audit work performed, OIAI concluded at the end of the audit that the control 
processes over the office were generally established and functioning during the period under 
audit. 



Internal audit of the Venezuela Country Office (2021/06)                                                                        17 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
 
[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 controls and processes over the office 
were generally established and functioning during the period under audit. 
 
[Qualified conclusion, strong] 
Based on the audit work performed, OIAI concluded that the controls and processes over the 
office needed improvement to be adequately established and functioning.   
 
[Adverse conclusion] 
Based on the audit work performed, OIAI concluded that the controls and processes over 
the office needed significant improvement to be adequately established and functioning.   


