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Executive Summary 
 
The Office of Internal Audit and Investigations (OIAI) has conducted an audit of the India Country 
Office, covering the period from 1 January 2020 to 27 October 2021. The audit objective was to assess 
the office’s governance, risk management and internal control processes over significant risk areas, 
including cash transfers and related assurance activities, partnerships, supply chain activities and 
prevention of sexual exploitation and abuse.  
 
The audit, which took place from 16 September to 27 October 2021, was conducted remotely due to 
travel restrictions resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic.  
 
 
Summary of results and actions agreed  
The audit team noted several areas that were working well. These included a comprehensive approach 
to vaccine supply chain management and system strengthening. Capacity building was based on a 
needs assessment and sustainability was ensured by transferring the interventions to the 
Government, following provision of key assistance.  
 
The office conducts ‘Child Risk Impact Analysis’ (CRIA) as part of its technical assistance to support 
Government disaster preparedness planning. This helps ensure continuity of services for children 
during emergencies. Accountability to affected populations was ensured through community-based 
monitoring. Meanwhile, UNICEF’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic in 2021 created new 
opportunities for partnerships with the public sector; these had translated into tangible new funding. 
This included bilateral Government overseas development assistance focusing largely on health and 
risk communication and community engagement. Interviews conducted during the audit with 
Government counterparts, donors, the UN Resident Coordinator and implementing partners 
confirmed that the office provided high quality, strategic technical support that was fully aligned with 
Government priorities.  
 
However, the audit identified eight areas where action is needed to strengthen the management of 
risks related to UNICEF’s activities. The audit classified one as high priority – that is, requiring 
immediate management attention. This concerned partnerships with civil society organizations 
(CSOs). During the period under review, the office worked with 417 of these, and 230 partnerships 
involved cash transfers of less than US$ 50,000. At the same time, only 37.5 percent of the 417 
partnerships achieved planned results. This indicated a potential need for consolidation of such CSO 
partnerships.  
 
Although no other area was rated by the audit as high priority, a further seven in this report were 
classified as medium priority, meaning that action was still considered necessary to avoid exposure to 
significant risks. These were as follows. 
 
Gender mainstreaming: This is an office priority and significant action has been taken, for example, 
on resource allocation to gender programming. However, a recent staff survey indicated that further 
efforts are required to achieve a gender equitable workplace. Additional steps could also be taken 
towards achieving gender parity in the recruitment of consultants.  
 
Prevention of sexual exploitation and abuse (PSEA): Further efforts are required, both to devise a 
context-specific, community-based mechanism for the reporting of SEA, and to advance community 
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engagement to ensure that individuals, communities, UNICEF personnel and partners felt safe to 
report SEA violations.  
 
Data on children and women: The audit identified data gaps for seven of the 17 Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) indicators for which UNICEF is a custodian or co-custodian, and inadequate 
disaggregation of data, particularly around gender; this could have an impact on equity-based 
programming.  
 
Reporting results: The audit found scope for improving results reporting in the Results Assessment 
Module and a need to strengthen the selection of indicators for the gender dimension of results 
statements.  
 
Financial management processes: Further enhancement of financial management processes is 
required to ensure timely disbursements, expedite VAT recovery and minimize the number of 
transaction rejections by the Global Shared Services Centre (GSSC).  
 
Programme assurance: The audit identified a need to improve the quality of programmatic visit 
reports, to increase the implementation rate of financial assurance activities, and to strengthen 
oversight of ineligible expenditure. 
 
Technical assistance: The strategy whereby consultants provide technical assistance in support of the 
Government needs to be revised, to ensure that the office is able to obtain assurance over funds used 
for this purpose.  
 
  
Overall conclusion 
Based on the audit work performed, OIAI concluded that the country office’s governance, risk 
management and internal control processes over the areas audited were generally established and 
functioning during the period under review. The India Country Office, the Regional Office for South 
Asia (ROSA) and OIAI will work together to monitor implementation of the measures that have been 
agreed.  
 
Office of Internal Audit and Investigations (OIAI)                           December 2021
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Objectives  
 
The objective of the audit was to provide independent and objective assurance regarding the 
adequacy and effectiveness of the governance, risk management and controls with respect to the key 
risks identified. The audit covered the period 1 January 2020 to 27 October 2021. It was conducted 
remotely, from 16 September to 27 October 2021, in accordance with the International Standards for 
the Professional Practice of Internal Auditing.  
 

Background 
 
India’s last census, in 2011,1 reported that India’s population stood at 1.2 billion, with 37 percent (444 
million) below the age of 18. The current India country programme covers the period 2018-2022. It 
consists of seven inter-related programme components: reduction of child and maternal mortality; 
reduction of undernutrition of children and adolescent girls; safe and sustainable water, sanitation 
and hygiene services; all girls and boys learn; protection of children from violence, abuse and 
exploitation; inclusive social policy; and public- and private-sector engagement for child rights. There 
is also a cross-sectoral component. The programmes include a strong focus on two critical life phases 
– early childhood development and adolescent empowerment – and are underpinned by the 
principles of child rights, gender equality, equity and disaster-risk reduction. 
 
The country programme budget is US$ 651.6 million, of which US$ 301.6 million is Regular Resources 
(RR) and US$ 350 million Other Resources (OR). RR are ‘core’ resources that are not earmarked for a 
specific purpose; OR are contributions that may have been made for a specific purpose or programme 
and may not always be used for other purposes without the donor’s agreement. The budget allocation 
by programmatic area is illustrated in the chart below. 
 

 

 
1 A census was due in 2021 but was postponed due to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
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UNICEF in India has 452 approved posts, of which 41 were vacant at the time of the audit.  There are 
14 offices (including the country office in Delhi); between them, they cover 17 States and two union 
territories across India. UNICEF adapts its engagement at national and state levels to respond to the 
diversified context and scale of equity issues across states. The country programme has prioritized 
support to the Government in mainstreaming the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) into policies, 
plans and monitoring at the national and decentralized levels, and in strengthening capacity to 
generate and use quality data. 
 
Since the start of the current country programme in 2018, there have been marked changes in the 
overall context for children, adolescents and women, most notably the spread of the COVID-19 virus 
from early 2020 onwards. However, a mid-term strategic review in 2021, conducted by a consultant 
with participation by the regional office, found that the office’s country programme priorities remain 
largely relevant. 

Audit observations 
 
Gender mainstreaming 
UNICEF’s 2018-2021 Gender Action Plan (GAP) 2  states that ‘Advancing gender equality and the rights 
of women and girls is essential to realizing the rights of all children’. It is also essential if UNICEF is to 
meet its obligations towards women under the SDGs. UNICEF is investing in bringing quality gender 
programming to scale and enhancing capacity and accountability on gender equality across the 
organization. The audit compared the office’s work with the GAP commitment and noted the 
following. 
 
Gender resources: The office met UNICEF’s GAP benchmark that 15 percent of programming 
expenditure should be allocated to advancing gender equality results. It also meets the GAP 
requirement in respect of dedicated staff resources for gender mainstreaming, with two dedicated 
gender specialists. There was evidence that these specialists provided technical assistance to sections, 
enabled a review of gender mainstreaming (as part of the Annual Review process), and attended 
Country Management Team and Programme Chief meetings.  
 
Capable and learning organization on gender: With regard to gender parity, the office met UNICEF’s 
global key performance indicator (KPI) that 50 percent of international staff should be female, with 27 
female international professionals out of a total 45, or 60 percent. The figures for National Officers 
(NO) and General Service (GS) staff were 46 and 47 percent respectively. However, gender parity 
remains an issue for consultants, with only 83 females out of a total 203 consultants. Similar disparities 
were found in recruitment of consultants through third parties embedded with the Government; the 
latter requires a quota of 33 percent female staff, but only 41 out of 180 of consultants recruited 
through third-party firms were female; this is 22.7 percent. 
 
The office said that, at district level, there could be barriers to recruiting female consultants, as some 
remote locations are perceived as unsafe. However, the office planned to explore how best to achieve 
this – for example, through duty-of-care initiatives. 
 
Addressing findings of the UNICEF Pulse Survey: The office had provided staff training on gender. 

 
2 The 2018-2021 Gender Action Plan (GAP) is the UNICEF road map during 2018–2021 for supporting the 
achievement of gender equality goals in conjunction with partners and national stakeholders, as outlined in 
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and the Sustainable Development Goals. 
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However, the 2021 Pulse Survey3 showed that further effort was required for gender equity in the 
workplace. For eight out of nine dimensions in the 2021 Survey, ratings provided by female staff for 
office performance were lower than those provided by male colleagues. Most significantly: 
 

 On psychological safety and trust, female staff’s satisfaction rating was 6 percent lower than 
that of male colleagues (60.1 vs. 66.1). 

 For inclusion and belonging, it was 5.1 lower (68.5 vs. 73.6). 
 For standards of conduct, it was 15.3 percent lower (54.8 vs. 70.1).  

 
The survey findings had been discussed by the office, but the causes of gender disparity had not yet 
been identified or fully addressed. Meanwhile, the 2020 Global Staff Survey findings had been 
discussed and best practices/challenges identified, but deadlines and responsibilities for action had 
been clearly assigned in only two out of 13 field offices. Moreover, the audit team found that 
monitoring of actions taken is not comprehensive. Field offices were said to report and review their 
follow-up action points on an ad hoc basis in management meetings or when reviewing progress 
against management plans, but the audit could not confirm this.  
 
Gender dimension in partnerships: There is a need to strengthen the focus on gender programming 
in the partnership agreements with NGOs, to meet the objective of enhancing gender-informed and 
gender-responsive programming in all areas. Of a sample of eight partnership agreements, gender 
was mainstreamed properly in only four. While the narrative section of each agreement did reflect 
gender, the result structures did not capture this dimension and reference to gender was limited to 
an indicator or disaggregated targets within a single indicator. 
 
Agreed action 1 (medium priority): The office agrees to conduct comprehensive analyses of the root 
causes of gender disparities outlined in the recent Pulse survey and take appropriate action to achieve 
greater gender parity. 
 
Responsible staff members: Staff Association; Chair of Working Group on Workplace Culture 
Date by which action will be taken: April 2022 
 
Agreed action 2 (medium priority): The office agrees to monitor action taken by State offices and 
sections to address Staff Survey findings, e.g. through the Annual Management Plan process. 
 
Responsible staff members: Representative; Deputy Representative Operations; Chief, Field Services; 
Chief, HR  
Date by which action will be taken: May 2022 
 
Agreed action 3 (medium priority): The office agrees to strengthen the gender element in result 
structures in partnership documents (including the use of gender-disaggregated indicators/targets). 
 
Responsible staff members: Planning Specialist; Gender Specialist 
Date by which action will be taken:  April 2022 
 
 
 
 

 
3 An annual survey of UNICEF staff that looks staff matters and job satisfaction. It compliments UNICEF’s larger 
and more detailed Global Staff Survey, which takes place every few years. 
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Prevention of sexual exploitation and abuse (PSEA) 
UNICEF is committed to preventing sexual exploitation and abuse (SEA) against the individuals and 
communities it serves – as well as its own staff. The risk of SEA has been heightened by the COVID-19 
pandemic, which limits access to children at risk from SEA.  
 
UNICEF in India does identify PSEA as a priority and has established internal governance mechanisms 
and strengthened the capacity of partners in this respect. However, weaknesses were noted in the 
reporting mechanisms for SEA and community awareness of those mechanisms. The office has rightly 
prioritized joint UN action and interagency efforts in these areas, but progress has been slow. There 
is an interagency workplan output on community mobilization, consultation and awareness-raising in 
each community receiving and/or affected by UN assistance; however, the activities were not due to 
start until the fourth quarter of 2021.  
 
UNICEF India’s SEA assessment found that UNICEF partners’ own reporting mechanisms needed 
improvement to meet UN global standards. The office will need a comprehensive approach to building 
safe and trusted reporting mechanisms. Initial action has been taken, including a draft victim 
assistance protocol. Also, as part of the PSEA training being rolled out to staff and implementing 
partners, there was a 50-minute session on ‘Reporting, Victim/Survivor Assistance, Investigation & 
Prevention’. However, while the protocol and training module introduced important concepts, further 
work was needed to operationalize the guidance, so partners can build reporting systems that meet 
global standards and are aligned with Government regulation. In this context, operational guidance to 
partners on investigation processes could be helpful. 
 
There is also a need to engage communities that are beneficiaries of UNICEF programming, and to 
communicate with them on PSEA. Materials were being produced, ready to be piloted in late 2021. 
However, given the community sensitivities around SEA, there is a need to move beyond information 
materials towards further community engagement, in order to build trust in reporting mechanisms. A 
particular focus should be on community-level dissemination of information on SEA reporting 
mechanisms – and on monitoring understanding of, and engagement with, these tools by the 
beneficiary population. 
 
Agreed action 4 (medium priority): The office agrees to accelerate implementation of its PSEA 
activities through enhanced advocacy efforts, in collaboration with members of the interagency 
PSEA network. This includes devising a context-specific, community-based reporting mechanism. 
It also includes promoting community engagement on PSEA, to ensure that individuals, 
communities, UNICEF personnel and partners feel it is safe to report violations and confident that 
reports will be handled in a manner that respects due process and human rights. 
 
Responsible staff members: Focal points for UN PSEA Committee; Budget and Finance Officer 
Date by which action will be taken: Fourth quarter 2022 
 
 
Data on children and women  
Good data is needed to design a programme that meets children’s priorities and their critical needs. 
This is especially important in the context of the child-related SDGs, in that they aim to address the 
needs of disadvantaged communities (in the context of their broader aim of poverty reduction in 
general). UNICEF needs to know who is being excluded or discriminated against, how and why. There 
must be sufficient data in these areas, and it must be disaggregated to give an accurate picture of who 
is in most need of assistance.    
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Neither the Indian Government information systems nor the UNICEF office’s own (such as the Results 
Assessment Module4 for India) provides adequate gender-disaggregated data. This is a barrier to 
equity-based programming. The office has therefore drawn up a comprehensive ‘Evidence Strategy’, 
covering essential data, research and evaluation, to address critical knowledge gaps and how data 
should be used. However, further action was needed to ensure availability of gender-disaggregated 
data. It was also needed to meet the office’s own target on evidence generation on gender-based 
social norms; only eight out 13 planned studies were undertaken in the period 2018-2020. 
 
SDG indicator data gap: Governments have a commitment to compile data on progress against the 
SDGs. UNICEF assists in its role as the UN agency wholly or jointly overseeing 17 child-related SDG 
indicators.5 To address the data gaps in India, UNICEF had worked with the Government to strengthen 
its capacity to monitor and evaluate achievements against the SDGs. This included engaging in SDG 
monitoring discussions with the National Statistical Office and developing an estimation method for 
some SDG indicators at sub-district level. However, seven of the 17 child-related SDG indicators had 
data gaps, primarily in the areas of child protection and water and sanitation; this was often due to 
surveys failing to address these specific aspects.  
 
Agreed action 5 (medium priority): The office agrees to explore how it can make progress on 
collection and analysis of gender-disaggregated data for relevant indicators in the country programme 
result structure. 
 
Responsible staff members: Planning Specialist; Gender Specialist; Monitoring and Statistics Specialist 
Date by which action will be taken:  June 2023 
 
Agreed action 6 (medium priority): To mitigate the risk of insufficient data, the office agrees to 
support the Government in its efforts to address the remaining child-focused SDG indicator data gap; 
it should do this in collaboration with other UN agencies where feasible.  
 
Responsible staff members: Monitoring & Statistics Specialist; Child Protection Specialist 
Date by which action will be taken: December 2022 

 
Partnership management 
Partnerships play a vital role in delivering results for children. An effective strategy for selecting 
partners and making agreements can play a large part in delivering the best results for the resources 
available. In the case of the India office, the audit identified many low value partnerships.  
 
In 2020, there were 717 implementing counterparts and partners and in 2021, 597 (as of 27 
September 2021). US$ 66.6 million was transferred to partners in the period 1 January 2020 to 27 
September 2021, of which US$ 32 million (48 percent) was transferred to Government counterparts. 
Partnerships were with both civil society organizations6 (230 out of 417) and Government institutions 
(287 out of 435). Most partnerships of both types involved less than US$ 50,000 in cash transfer (from 

 
4 UNICEF offices upload their results against their targets to the Results Assessment Module (RAM), a portal 
which allows progress across the UNICEF system to be viewed internally across the organization. 
5 More information on UNICEF, data and the SDGs may be found at https://data.unicef.org/sdgs/.  
6 Civil Society Organizations (CSOs) are non-profit, non-governmental entities designed to advance collective 
interests and ideas. UNICEF differentiates CSOs based on four broad categories: (i) International NGO (INGO) is 
an NGO that has officeoffices in more than one country; (ii) National NGO is an NGO established in only one 
country; (iii) Community Based Organization (CBO) is a grassroots association; and (iv) Academic institution is a 
degree conferring institution (UNICEF, CSO procedure). 
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January 2020 to September 2021). 
 
Low-value partnerships can be effective and, in the case of the office’s collaboration with the 
Government, the value added by UNICEF is not financial but technical expertise. However, a review of 
partnerships with CSOs found that many did not even achieve the planned results. 
 

Type/value of partnership No. of 
Partners 

 Percent of 
Partnerships 

Cash Transfers 
in US$   

CIVIL SOCIETY ORGANIZATION       

Below 50,000 230 56 percent          5,260,901  

Between 50,001 and 100,000 102 25 percent          7,182,665  
Between 100,001-150,000 29 7 percent          3,459,867  

Between 150,001 and 250,000 31 7 percent          6,382,803  

Between 250,001 and 500,000 18 4 percent          6,733,614  

Between 500,001 and 1,000,000 6 1 percent          4,137,243  
Above 1,000,000 1 0 percent          1,449,556  

Civil society organization total 417         34,606,650  
 
GOVERNMENT 

      

Below 50,000 287 66 percent          5,048,874  
Between 50,001 and 100,000 74 17 percent          5,410,063  
Between 100,001-150,000 25 6 percent          2,952,548  

Between 150,001 and 250,000 19 4 percent          3,490,728  
Between 250,001 and 500,000 21 5 percent          6,863,054  
Between 500,001 and 1,000,000 6 1 percent          4,247,008  
Above 1,000,000 3 1 percent          4,033,022  

Government total 435         32,045,298  

GRAND TOTAL 852         66,651,947  

 
Of 191 partnerships assessed by the office, only 37.5 percent of total eligible partners had attained 
the optimum level of performance, defined as achieving 80 percent or more of targets in the 
partnership agreement results structures. The office had drawn up an action plan to address these 
review findings, but it did not include any steps to strengthen partnership selection (including 
assessment of partner capacity) or to determine the possibility for partner consolidation. There is a 
need for further analysis to identify and address the cause of these shortfalls in performance.  
 
The office commented that the size and diversity of India require it to work with a large number of 
partners. Moreover, the sudden outbreak of COVID-19 and the uncertainty it created led to an 
increase in partnerships with smaller community-based organizations, better able to reach those in 
need. The audit thought these points were reasonable, but there was still potential for consolidation 
for the purpose of achieving better performance by partners.  
 
Agreed action 7 (high priority): The office agrees to review its partnership types and determine steps 
to be taken to enhance partnerships strategy. This will include including examining whether it would 
be helpful to engage in fewer, more strategic partnerships with civil society organizations that have 
greater capacity. 
 
Responsible staff members:  Planning Specialist; Partnership Review Committee members 
Date by which action will be taken: Third quarter 2022  
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Results assessment and reporting 
Country offices report against expected results in various ways – in the Results Assessment Module, 
or RAM (see footnote on p8), in their reports to donors, and in their own internal sectoral programme 
reviews. All of these should indicate clearly whether the office has achieved its objectives. Failure to 
do so is a risk to the organization’s credibility with partners and donors.  
 
The audit reviewed the way the office framed its expected results, the indicators used to measure 
achievement and the reported results in RAM. It found that none of the seven outcomes, and only 24 
out of 33 outputs,7 included (i) indicators to measure fully the result statement; (ii) reporting against 
the set indicators; and (iii) a status update against the indicator. The remaining nine did not meet 
these criteria. Examples of problems in these areas included inconsistencies between the status and 
the ratings for 17 out of 42 outcome indicators (40.5 percent) and 33 out of 116 output indicators 
(28.4 percent). A case in point is the indicator ‘Number of UNICEF supported districts with WASH in 
health-contextualized improvement plan (costed) reaching 80 percent achievement rate’, which had 
a 2020 target of 20. Despite only 14 districts achieving this, the indicator was reported as fully 
achieved.  
 
More positively, in an audit sample of 13 result statements taken from the 2020 annual report, donor 
reports and the office’s Situation Report, 12 were backed up by adequate supporting documentation.  
 
Agreed action 8 (medium priority): The office agrees to review and strengthen its quality assurance 
mechanism pertaining to annual results reporting in RAM. 
 
Responsible staff members: Planning Specialist; Section Chiefs; Deputy Representative Programme; 
Monitoring and Reporting Officer 
Date by which action will be taken: October 2022 
 
 
Financial management  
UNICEF has key performance indicators (KPIs) in place to measure the efficiency of country-office 
financial processes, and offices should monitor for any weaknesses, errors or omissions. The audit 
noted the following in relation to financial management processes. 
 
VAT Receivable: VAT receivable was duly recorded in UNICEF’s management system, VISION. The 
office closely monitored tax refunds due, kept detailed records and conducted quantification and 
ageing analysis of amounts to be recovered. However, it had yet to receive a refund from the national 
tax authorities for approximately 13,440 transactions, amounting to US$ 18.3 million.  According to 
data provided by the office, 58 percent of VAT claims due to UNICEF had been recovered. The trend 
in unrecovered VAT is shown in the table below. 
 

Receivable 
Since 

2021 2020 2019 2018 2017 2016 
Grand 
Total 

Amount US$ 9,444,589 4,093,453 3,639,467 987,861 134,388 817 18,300,575 
 

 
7 UNICEF programmes plan for results on two levels. An outcome is a planned result of the country 
programme, against which resources will be allocated. It consists of a change in the situation of children and 
women. An output is a description of a change in a defined period that will significantly contribute to the 
achievement of an outcome. Thus an output might include (say) the construction of a school or clinic, but that 
would not in itself constitute an outcome; however, an improvement in education or health arising from it 
would. 
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The office said that the COVID-19 lockdown had increased the recovery time. 
 
General Accounting KPIs: The audit review of financial management KPIs noted that, for General 
Accounting, of 183 transactions processed in the last 12 months, GSSC8 rejected/returned 
approximately 22 percent, due mainly to missing or inaccurate documentation. This was quite a high 
percentage and was flagged as such by GSSC on its own dashboard. These transactions included 
Changing Funding Source, Asset Maintenance Bank Reconciliation and Clearing Transactions. In a few 
cases, requests were returned two or three times before completion. In respect of master data, out 
of the 1,185 transactions processed, 10 percent were returned to the office by GSSC. Although the 
average time required by the office to address rejections was unaffected by their high number, this 
increases the processing time and cost and could result in errors. The office was not able to explain 
the underlying problem.  
 
Timeliness of cash transfers to partners:  During the period January 2020 to 27 September 2021, the 
office transferred US$ 66.6 million to partners using Direct Cash Transfer (DCT) (US$ 57 million), 
reimbursement (US$ 9.5 million) and direct payment (US$ 0.1 million).  
 
The audit conducted a multi-year analysis of information available in the Insight dashboard. Data 
showed that the UNICEF-wide 14-day KPI processing time was met for 80 percent of the transactions 
processed in 2019 and 82 percent in 2020. In 2021, this decreased to 68 percent. In an audit sample 
of eight cash transfers, four exceeded the KPI. Most of the delays detected by the audit were in 
relation to disbursement using reimbursement. (Offices can pay partners for activities through cash 
transfers in advance, reimbursement or direct payment of expenses, depending on the level of risk 
involved with a particular partner.)  
 
The office used reimbursements for about 14 percent of cash transfers by value (this was reasonable) 
but said that internal processing of reimbursements tended to take longer than 14 days, given that 
each transaction requires at least three levels of processing in the system: certification, approval and 
verification. Delays were also caused by staff or partner unavailability due to the second wave of 
COVID-19 in India, as the UNICEF redirected its efforts towards the emergency response. These 
reasons are valid. But it is important to ensure prompt funds disbursement to implementing partners, 
to avoid delays in implementation of programme activities. 
 

 Processing time in business days 

Year 14 Days or Less 15 and 30 Days 31 and 120 Days 121 and 180 Days 
2019 80% 15% 4% 0% 
2020 82% 12% 6% 0% 
2021 68% 19% 12% 0% 

 
Agreed action 9 (medium priority): The office agrees to:  
 

i. Develop a strategy to expedite VAT recovery due to UNICEF and minimize future retentions 
by the Indian Government. 

ii. Identify the underlying causes of the high GSSC return rate and strengthen controls (and staff 
awareness) to ensure complete, accurate and timely documentation and information. 

iii. Review the office’s reimbursement processing, with a view to streamlining the process and  
addressing bottlenecks. 

 
 

8 The GSSC is UNICEF’s Global Shared Services Centre, located in Budapest. It has responsibility for many areas 
of transaction processing and management. 
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Responsible staff members: Chief, Admin and Finance; Finance Specialist; Budget Officer 
Date by which action will be taken: April 2022 
 
 
Programme monitoring and assurance activities 
UNICEF country offices should monitor progress towards results and ensure that funds disbursed to 
implementing partners are used for the intended purposes. For that purpose, UNICEF and certain 
other UN agencies9 have implemented the Harmonized Approach to Cash Transfers (HACT), a risk-
based framework under which offices assess a partner's risk. Results are used to determine the most 
suitable cash-transfer method to be used and the frequency of assurance activities.  
 
The office had a strong governance structure around HACT, including focal points and a HACT 
committee; it also monitored the quality of assurance activities (for example, as part of a 
comprehensive partnership review conducted in 2020). However, the following issues were noted. 
 
Programmatic visits: These are visits to partners to review progress and discuss any delays or 
bottlenecks. They are part of both HACT and of an office’s broader programme-monitoring system. 
The India office had made efforts to enhance the quality of programmatic visits and increase use of 
eTools.10 However, there was room for improvement in reporting the results.  
 
As of August 2021, the office had completed 292 of the 675 programmatic visits required in 2021. (The 
audit notes that the pandemic hit India very hard in 2021, and this would have affected the number 
of visits that were practicable. To mitigate the risk this presented, the office had tried to conduct 
virtual visits and meetings where possible.) The audit assessed the quality of a sample of 10 
programmatic visit reports. All included a clear reference to a specific partner agreement and linkages 
to the workplans (outcome or output). However, seven out of 10 reports did not state progress 
towards the target (planned vs. actual results); five out 10 reports did not clearly describe the objective 
of the visit; and in the same five reports, recommendations (where applicable) did not address 
challenges or weaknesses identified in the report. Furthermore, reports did not provide information 
about the extent to which the most vulnerable are reached or feedback from affected 
populations/beneficiaries.  
    
Spot checks: These are checks on a partner’s financial management. Besides the partnership review 
mentioned earlier, the office had also reviewed the cost-benefits of spot checks. It had drawn up a 
plan to address the findings, including periodic assessment of spot-check reports, determining areas 
requiring further capacity building, and providing guidance on updating any action points recorded in 
eTools. 
 
However, there was a need to do a higher percentage of the spot checks required by HACT. The 
implementation rate had been 86 percent in 2019 and 100 percent in 2020; however, the second wave 
of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2021 led to a reduction in HACT assurance activities. As of August 2021, 
the spot-check execution rate was only 14 percent. This results in insufficient financial oversight, as 
spot checks are UNICEF’s primary mechanism to obtain financial assurance over funds disbursed to 
implementing partners. They allow offices to detect significant deviations in funds utilization and 
provide the opportunity to assess partners’ internal control environment on a regular basis. (Under 

 
9 The HACT framework was first adopted in 2005 by UNDP, UNICEF, UNFPA and WFP, following United Nations 
General Assembly Resolution 56/201. It has since been decided that, as WFP primarily distributes goods rather 
than cash, it need not use the HACT framework.   
10 A suite of tools designed by UNICEF to help offices keep track of various functions, including those 
performed under HACT (such as the programmatic visits due/performed). 
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HACT, country offices may also conduct audits, but these will usually be done only at the end of the 
activities.)  
 
Action points follow-up: The eTools data showed that the office performed well with regard to 
following up recommendations from assurance activities. As of the time of the audit, only 5 percent 
of high-risk and medium-risk recommendations were overdue. The office recorded in eTools the 
balances of ineligible/unsupported expenditure detected by financial assurance activities; a total of 
US$ 624,802 was recorded as ineligible/unsubstantiated for the period January 2020 to August 2021. 
However, as eTools did not provide this figure as such, the office did not have consolidated 
information to determine the total amount or how much was still pending recovery. Some other 
country offices do manage to establish these amounts by using external tools, such as Excel. Issues 
concerning eTools and partnerships are under review as part of another audit, but these amounts 
should be established where possible.  
 
Agreed action 10 (medium priority): the office agrees to:  
 

i. Take action to increase HACT assurance activities to more reasonable levels and to improve 
monitoring of unsupported expenses, thereby enabling quantification of ineligible 
expenditure. 

ii. Enhance quality assurance over programmatic visits to ensure that reports contain sufficient 
relevant information about programme activities. 

 
Responsible staff members: Chief, Admin & Finance; Finance Specialist; Planning Specialist; Chief, 
Planning and Monitoring  
Date by which action will be taken: December 2022 
 
 

Technical assistance (consultants) 
As part of its capacity-strengthening activities, the office provided technical assistance to the Indian 
Government through consultants. Activities performed by these consultants include supporting cold-
chain management, and monitoring and coordination of programme implementation.  
 
The office made direct cash transfers (DCTs) to Government partners to hire the assistants. Between 
January 2020 and August 2021, the office issued 43 purchase orders (POs) worth US$ 9.6 million to 
third-party service providers for recruitment of consultants for capacity-strengthening activities. The 
office noted the following. 
  
Third-party HR service contracts: There were agreements between UNICEF and an institution/agency 
(referred to as a ‘contractor’) for providing HR services (referred to as ‘consultants’) to support the 
Government ministries and departments. Under this arrangement, the contractor hired and managed 
the consultants.  
 
In 2020-2021 at least 180 individuals were hired in this way. However, the audit noted that the office 
was not involved in the selection or performance evaluation of individuals hired; it just provided the 
Terms of Reference for the consultant hired by the third-party contractor. This is not in itself 
inappropriate, but does mean the office lacked oversight of the contractor’s process for recruiting 
consultants and reporting expenses. This restricted the office’s ability to ensure a fair and transparent 
hiring process and accurate, justifiable billing for consultants’ services. In the absence of such direct 
oversight, the office needs to find some other means of obtaining assurance over these processes. 
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HR support through DCTs: Under this procedure, consultants were hired by the Government 
counterparts. Consultants may also be provided through Government contracts and work under 
Government officials’ supervision, with UNICEF providing funding assistance through DCTs to the 
Government (under the other arrangement, it paid the vendor directly).  
 
Under this process, the office and Government may mutually agree to a Terms of Reference and fee 
for the position. However, at the time of the audit there was no mechanism in place to monitor the 
transparency and fairness of the selection process and the existence of these individuals. Moreover, 
while controls were in place to provide assurance that the intended purpose fulfilled the terms & 
conditions of the DCT, the programmatic monitoring visit reports did not provide evidence of oversight 
of consultants. In fact, at the time of the audit, the office did not have information about the number 
of consultants hired using DCTs.  
 
The lack of any assurance mechanism to validate consultants’ existence, fees and work output impairs 
the office's ability to ensure that funds are used for intended purposes. It is also a missed opportunity 
to determine the efficiency of the technical assistance strategy. 
 
Agreed action 11 (medium priority): The office agrees to review its strategy and procedures to ensure 
that UNICEF has an appropriate oversight mechanism over the use of funds in relation to technical 
assistance consultants. 
 
Responsible staff members: Chief, Planning and Monitoring; Chief, Supply and Procurement 
Date by which action will be taken: April 2022 
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Annex A: Methodology and definition 
 of priorities and audit conclusions 

 
The audit team used a combination of methods, including interviews, 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 UNICEF policies, procedures and contractual arrangements.  
 
OIAI is firmly committed to working with clients 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 client’s own (for example, a 
regional office or headquarters 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 

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

Failure to take action could result in major 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. 

 

Audit conclusions 
 
The conclusions presented in the Executive 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 governance, risk 
management and internal control processes over the risk areas audited were generally established 
and functioning during the period under audit. 
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[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 over the risk 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 over the risk areas audited needed improvement to be adequately 
established and functioning.   
 
[Adverse conclusion] 
Based on the audit work performed, OIAI concluded that the governance, risk management and 
internal control processes over the risk areas audited needed significant improvement to be 
adequately established and functioning.   
 
 


