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The Office of Internal Audit and Investigations (OIAI) conducted an audit of the UNICEF Country 
Office in the Syrian Arab Republic, covering the period from January 2020 to November 2021. 
The audit was conducted remotely in November 2021 in accordance with the International 
Standards for the Professional Practice of Internal Auditing. The overarching objective of the audit 
was to assess the adequacy and effectiveness of the governance, risk management and control 
processes over a selection of significant risk areas of the Syria Country Office including its 
management of partnerships, cash transfers and programmes.  
 

Overall Conclusion 
 
Based on the audit work performed, OIAI 
concluded that the assessed governance, risk 
management or control processes were Partially 
Satisfactory, Improvement Needed, meaning 
that the weaknesses or deficiencies identified 
were unlikely to have a materially negative impact 
on the audited entity, area, activity or process. 
(See the Appendix for definitions of the 
conclusion ratings.) Management has agreed to take actions, of which two are high priority, to 
manage the residual risks identified.  
 

Summary of Observations and Agreed Actions 
 
OIAI noted several areas where the office’s controls were adequate and functioned well, as 
follows:   

 The office had established appropriate controls to mitigate risks from multiple short-term 
extensions of the country programme, which provided the office with the flexibility to adapt 
the programme to the evolving context while also ensuring that it operated within the 
parameters of the approved 2016-2017 country programme document. 

  

 The office had established a robust workplan that clearly indicated the geographic location 
of activities and the related budget, segregated by type of funding source, thus facilitating 
identification of the contributions of the various field offices.  

 

 The office had established good relationships with key stakeholders. Partners interviewed 
expressed appreciation for the UNICEF presence in the field and the use of third-party 
monitors and facilitators, which ensured sufficient monitoring of programme activities and 
enhanced the quality of the support provided by UNICEF. Two donors mentioned their 
satisfaction with the quality of the office’s funding proposals and its prompt response to 
questions, smooth intermediation with the Government and non-state actors as well as its 
capacity to work and deliver in cross-border and cross-line areas. 

 
The audit also made a number of observations related to the management of the key risks 
evaluated. In particular, OIAI noted several actions the office could take to better manage risk, 
two of which were classified as high priority: (1) undertake a cost–benefit analysis of the office 
structure and establish a road map for decentralization; and (2) ensure humanitarian cash 
transfers reach beneficiaries in a timely manner and beneficiary data is adequately protected. 
 
The table below summarizes the key actions management has agreed to take to address the 

 Satisfactory  

 Partially Satisfactory, 
Improvement Needed 

 Partially Satisfactory, Significant 
Improvement Needed 

 Unsatisfactory 
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residual risks identified and the ratings of these risks and observations in respect of the assessed 
governance, risk management and control processes. (See the Appendix for the definitions of the 
observation ratings.) 
 
 

OBSERVATION RATINGS 

Category of 
Process 

Area or Operation and Action Agreed Rating 

Governance 

Office structure (Observation 2): Design the staffing structure based on 
the skills and competencies required; use standard costs to estimate 
staffing costs; and ensure the staffing structure is affordable, effective 
and efficient. 

Medium 

Management of field offices (Observation 3): Conduct a cost–benefit 
analysis of the office structure; document the functions and 
accountabilities of field offices; and develop and implement a road 
map for decentralization. 

High 

Risk management 

Risk management (Observation 1): Strengthen risk assessment and 
management processes. 

Medium 

Advocacy (Observation 4): Prepare and implement an office-wide 
advocacy plan with assigned responsibilities and monitoring 
mechanisms. 

Medium 

Protection against sexual exploitation and abuse (Observation 5): 
Strengthen sexual exploitation and abuse complaint and reporting 
processes, increase partners’ awareness of the issue and improve 
coordination with other United Nations agencies. 

Medium 

Controls 
processes 

Partnerships (Observation 6): Improve the timeliness of the processing 
of programme documents. 

Medium 

Humanitarian cash transfers (Observation 7): Ensure that 
humanitarian cash transfers reach beneficiaries in timely manner and 
beneficiary data is protected. 

High 

 
OIAI will support management in implementing the required actions through periodic monitoring 
of progress and by conducting follow-up in any subsequent audit. However, management remains 
accountable for ensuring that agreed or appropriate alternative actions are implemented and for 
maintaining an effective system of internal controls to manage the residual risks identified by OIAI. 
 
 

 
The role of the internal auditor is to provide an independent assessment. Internal audit 
procedures rely on information and data analytics provided by management of the UNICEF 
Country Office in Syria, as well as auditor observations and limited tests of transactions on a 
sample basis. Although OIAI performs its audits with due professional care, an internal audit 
does not provide assurance that all control weaknesses or fraud will be detected. Management 
is responsible for establishing and maintaining appropriate governance, risk management and 
control processes.  
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The objective of the audit was to assess the adequacy and effectiveness of the governance, risk 
management and control processes over a selection of significant risk areas of the Syria Country 
Office, which are set out in the following table. These were selected based on the OIAI 
assessment of inherent risks1 during the audit planning process.   
 

KEY RISK AREAS 

Risk assessment and management process 

Office structure, staffing, accountability framework 

Management of advocacy 

Measures to prevent sexual exploitation and abuse 

Partnership engagement, cash transfers and assurance activities over cash transfers 

Use of third-party monitors and facilitators 

Management of the procurement process 

 
The audit was conducted remotely in November 2021 in accordance with the International 
Standards for the Professional Practice of Internal Auditing. For the purpose of sampling for 
transaction testing, the audit covered the period from January 2020 to November 2021. It involved 
a combination of methods, tools and techniques, including interviews, data analytics, document 
review, tests of transactions, evaluations and validation of preliminary observations. Specifically, 
OIAI analysed data available in UNICEF corporate systems; reviewed the office’s monitoring 
processes and related reports and documents; and held discussions with staff and key 
implementing partners.  

 

 
1 Inherent risk refers to the potential adverse event that could occur if management takes no actions, including internal 
control activities. The higher the likelihood of the event occurring and the more serious the impact would be should the 
adverse event occur, the stronger the need for adequate and effective risk management and control processes. 
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Context 
 
More than a decade of humanitarian crises and conflicts has had a profound impact on the 
situation of children in the Syrian Arab Republic. In 2020, over 11 million people, including 4.8 
million children, required humanitarian assistance, and 6.1 million people remained internally 
displaced; their vulnerability has been exacerbated by the impacts of the coronavirus disease 
2019 (COVID-19) pandemic. In addition, the scale, severity and complexity of humanitarian needs 
have increased due to an economic downturn in the country, including the devaluation of the local 
currency, and the rising cost of commodities. This is all compounded by enduring conflicts, 
resulting in devastating consequences for already vulnerable populations across the country, 
including displaced people and returnees in northwest and northeast Syria.2  
 
The UNICEF country programme: The UNICEF country programme under implementation 
during the audit was initially for the period from March 2016 to December 2017. Since 2017 it had 
been extended seven times for short periods, ranging from two months to one year. The most 
recent extension was completed in June 2021 for eight months, through February 2022. These 
extensions were justified by the need to align the country programme with the 2016-2017 United 
Nations Strategic Framework for Cooperation with the Government of the Syrian Arab Republic,3 
which had not been agreed at the time of completion of the audit in November 2021. Dialogue 
between the United Nations Country Team and the Government on the development of a new 
strategic framework started in May 2019 but the framework had not been concluded because of 
political sensitivities. The focus of the UNICEF country programme was primarily on the 
humanitarian response, though it also reflected a progressive shift towards resilience and early 
recovery activities. 
 
The country programme consisted of six programme components (health and nutrition; water, 
sanitation and hygiene (WASH); education; adolescent development and participation; child 
protection; and social inclusion) and one cross-sectoral component (programme effectiveness). 
The country programme had a total budget of US$94.84 million. During the period from March 
2016 to November 2021, the office mobilized US$707 million for its humanitarian response.  
 
From 1 January 2020 to 8 December 2021, the office’s total programme expenditure was US$228 
million (see figure 1 for more details). Figure 2 sets out the expenditure by programme component 
and key expenditure category.  

 
2 Source: United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, Humanitarian Response Plan, 2020. 
3 The United Nations Strategic Framework is a medium-term results framework that describes the collective vision and response of 
the United Nations system to national development priorities and results. 
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UNICEF country office: The Syria Country Office has a main office in Damascus and six field 
offices, in rural Damascus, Aleppo, Homs, Tartous, Deir-ez-Zor and Qamishli. As of 15 November 
2021, the office had a total workforce of 234 posts (49 International Professionals, 107 National 
Officers and 78 General Service posts), of which 96, or 41 per cent, were in the field offices.  
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The key areas where actions are needed are summarized below. 
 

1.  Risk management Medium 
 
The office risk assessment process was not fully consultative, which could result in the non-
identification of key risks that could impede the achievement of planned results. 

 
The humanitarian crisis and challenging operating environment in the 
country require the Syria Country Office to periodically assess and 
manage risks that could impede the achievement of programme 
results. The office conducted a risk assessment as part of its 2021 
annual planning process and identified and included in its risk register 
31 risks. Of these, 11 were rated as high, 13 were rated as medium 
and 7 as low.  
 

The audit noted that the risks in the register were consolidated from drafts of the risk assessment 
prepared by section chiefs. However, the chiefs of field offices and the staff association were not 
involved in this assessment. As the field offices play a key role in supporting programme 
implementation and the staff association helps to resolve matters affecting staff, it is imperative 
that these entities participate in the risk assessment and management processes to ensure they 
are effective. The lack of involvement of field-based staff also meant that risks specific to field 
office operations may not be effectively assessed and managed. The audit also noted that the 
risk assessment was conducted through email, without formal discussions. In addition, some 
important risks were not recorded in the risk register. For example, the risk register did not include 
the risk resulting from the delay of finalization of the United Nations Strategic Framework, which 
affected the submission of the office’s country programme document to the Executive Board (after 
seven consecutive extensions), nor did the register include the risk related to the lack of reliable 
and credible data for programming. 
 
The audit team also noted that the root causes (risk drivers) were not indicated for three of the 
risks. In other instances, the root causes were not clearly explained – they were either described 
in terms of likelihood (possible, likely, almost certain), or were vaguely worded (e.g. broadly 
attributed to the pandemic or cultural factors). For 13 of the risks, the impact was either not 
indicated or was not directly linked to the corresponding risk. These gaps occurred because the 
risk assessment did not include a quality review process to assess and prioritize risks. 
Consequently, there was a risk that the actions identified to manage the risks were not appropriate 
or sufficient to effectively address the root causes. 
 
In addition, the office did not have a process to monitor the implementation of risk mitigation 
actions. While risk owners were expected to update their risks as and when needed during the 
year and monitor the implementation of their mitigation measures, there was no independent 
monitoring mechanism to ensure the mitigation actions were adequate and properly implemented 
to manage the risks. The lack of a monitoring process risked that the mitigations measures would 
not be implemented, and the office would thus be exposed to the same risks in future. Such 
monitoring could be conducted by the country management team or by assigning this 
responsibility to a senior staff member reporting to office management. 

An effective risk 
assessment is 
consultative and 
participative. 
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AGREED ACTION 1 
 
The office agrees to strengthen risk assessment and management by: ensuring the risk 
assessment process is inclusive and participatory; identifying risks specific to field offices; 
establishing a quality assurance process to ensure that root causes and impacts are 
adequately identified; and ensuring leadership in monitoring the assessment and 
implementation of mitigation actions. 
 
Staff Responsible: Representative and Deputy Representative, Operations  

Implementation Date: April 2022 
 

 
 

2.  Office staffing structure Medium 
 
A number of vacant posts had not been filled owing to lack of funding, which slowed programme 
implementation. In addition, a capacity-gap assessment was not performed to justify the proposed 
country programme structure and its affordability was not correctly calculated. 
 
Vacant posts: Out of the 234 approved staff positions, 44 (19 per cent) were vacant, of which 20 
(45 per cent of vacant positions) were at the level of specialist and above. Recruitment for most 
of the vacant positions had been frozen in May 2020 because of lack of funding. Furthermore, the 
office projected that it would have a 20 per cent funding decline in 2021 and beyond, which would 
likely result in further delays in filling vacant posts. Although the office had employed 26 temporary 
staff to fill some of the vacancies, staff members indicated that they had had to take on additional 
tasks and responsibilities, which affected their ability to meet their programme management 
responsibilities. The vacancies also had a detrimental effect on programme activities. For 
example, the office had been unable to process an extension of a programme document in a 
timely manner because of the staff shortage, resulting in the loss of key staff at an implementing 
partner. Staff members at the country office also mentioned that the quality and reach of 
programme interventions had been impacted by the vacancies.  
 
Capacity-gap assessment: While the office had submitted a proposal for a new country 
programme for a programme and budget review4 by the Middle East and North Africa Regional 
Office, it had not performed a capacity-gap assessment to justify the proposed staffing structure 
included in the country programme. Instead, it had conducted a capacity mapping exercise, the 
outcome of which was a “learning and development plan” for the office. This plan did not define 
the staffing structure of the new country programme. Without a capacity-gap assessment, it was 
difficult to determine whether the proposed staffing structure was appropriate (i.e., fit for purpose) 
and aligned with the country programme objectives. The office informed OIAI that it had not 
conducted a capacity-gap analysis because of the uncertainty surrounding the finalization of the 
United Nations Strategic Framework and the country programme document and a complex 
political context in the country.  
 

 
4 The programme and budget review (PBR) is a process to review a UNICEF unit or country office’s proposed management plan for 
its forthcoming country programme. For country offices, it is carried out by a regional-level committee, which examines, among other 
aspects, the proposed office structure, staffing levels and funding, and whether these are appropriate for the proposed activities and 
objectives. 
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In addition, the cost of the staffing structure had been calculated based on actual costs rather 
than on the standard costs defined by UNICEF, which take into account possible future 
fluctuations in staff costs. The use of actual costs results in underestimation of the cost of the 
staffing structure as they do not reflect rises in costs, such as those related to salary increases, 
for example. The use of actual costs therefore risked that the projected staff structure may not be 
affordable.  
 

AGREED ACTION 2 
 
The office agrees to design its staffing structure based on the skills and competencies 
required by the new country programme and use standard costs to estimate staffing costs in 
order to ensure that its staffing structure is affordable, effective and efficient, and that vacant 
posts can be filled in a timely manner. 
 
Staff Responsible: Human Resources Manager  

Implementation Date: Four months after the approval of the country programme document 
 

 
 

3.  Management of field offices High 
 
The continued UNICEF presence in six field locations was not supported by a cost–benefit 
analysis, and the roles and accountabilities of the field offices were not clearly documented. Thus, 
there were risks that the resources used to support the field presence were not being administered 
efficiently and that the roles and accountabilities of the various field offices could be 
misunderstood, resulting in inefficiencies. 
 
Justification for field office presence: The office had six field locations across the country, in 
rural Damascus, Aleppo, Homs, Tartous, Deir-ez-Zor and Qamishli, which employed 96 staff 
members. Five of these locations were established before 2016 while the sixth was established 
in 2019. The audit team noted that, in its latest country programme submission for the programme 
budget and review, the office retained all six field locations. However, it did not prepare a cost–
benefit analysis to support the continued need for the six locations. There was thus a risk that the 
operation of field offices perpetuated an inefficient use of the resources available to support the 
achievement of planned programme results. In addition, the UNICEF policy on organizational 
structure changes5 requires a cost–benefit analysis to justify organizational structures.  
 
Roles, responsibilities and accountabilities of field offices: The audit found that the specific 
roles, responsibilities and accountabilities of the field offices were not formally defined in the 
relevant documents available to all office staff, such as the country programme management plan 
and the annual management plan. There was thus the risk of misunderstanding of the 
responsibilities and accountabilities of the field offices, which could result in inefficiencies, 
including duplication of efforts, unnecessary controls and a lack of accountability for non-
achievement of planned outputs. For example, although cash transfer payments in the field were 

 
5 See UNICEF Financial and Administrative Policy 2: Budget - Supplement 2 – Management of the Organizational Structure. 
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approved by the Chiefs of Field Offices as the budget owners, 
the payment files were reviewed again at the section level at the 
main office in Damascus by the relevant Programme Assistant, 
Programme Officer and Section Chief before submission to the 
Finance Unit for processing, resulting in an overlap of controls 
and delays in disbursements. The value of these multiple 
control reviews was not clear and created inefficiencies in 
transactions processing. (See also observation 6 on partnership 
management, which describes issues with delays in processing 
programme documents). Another risk was that the 

responsibilities and accountabilities of the field offices were defined differently by the 
management at each field office and the main country office, resulting in potential frictions and 
variations in the quality of support provided by programme sections to field offices. A Chief of 
Field Office interviewed by the audit team indicated that some programme sections 
micromanaged activities carried out by the field office, which calls into question the added value 
of having a field presence. 
 
Prioritizing decentralization: The audit team noted that since 2019, enhancing decentralization 
and strengthening the capacity of field offices has been a priority set out in the office’s annual 
management plans. In September 2021, the programme and budget review technical review team 
also highlighted the need to justify the field office presence and the related accountabilities. Also, 
in September 2021, the country management team noted that a low level of responsibility at the 
field offices might translate into low staff engagement, poor quality of interventions and repeated 
errors in document flows. It further indicated that there was demand from the field offices for a 
more efficient use of available human resources in the field through their greater involvement in 
the preparation of annual workplans, better communication on budget movements at the field 
office cost centres, simplified management of direct cash transfers and more involvement in local 
procurement of supplies. Furthermore, the audit team was informed that, owing to the 
centralization of programme management, the Chiefs of Field Offices needed to refer to the 
Damascus office for any decision and did not have any budget control that would allow them to 
respond immediately to emerging issues. This increased the risks of inefficiency in operations, 
lack of credibility vis-à-vis local authorities and inability to respond promptly in an emergency 
context.   
 
At the time of the audit, the Syria Country Office had not addressed these concerns. While the 
office was aware that there was scope for strengthening the authority of field offices (as noted by 
the inclusion of related issues in the annual management plans and the discussions of the country 
management team), it had not prepared and implemented a clear road map to do so. Thus, it 
remained exposed to the risks noted above. The office indicated that the preparation of an 
accountability framework was pending the results of the ongoing discussion within the office 
regarding the extent of decentralization to the field offices. 
 

AGREED ACTION 3 
 
The office agrees to conduct a cost–benefit analysis of its structure; document the field 
offices’ roles, responsibilities, and accountabilities; and create and implement a road map for 
decentralization with clear milestones. 
 
Staff Responsible: Representative and Chief of Field Operations 

Implementation Date: October 2022 

Decentralization and 
strengthening field 
office capacity has 
been an outstanding 
priority since 2019. 
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4.  Advocacy Medium 
 
Gaps in the advocacy strategy risked that issues affecting children were not sufficiently raised 
among policymakers and that advocacy activities were not focused on key themes or supported 
by evidence and budgetary resources. 
 
The country programme document stipulated that the Syria Country Office would continue to build 
a knowledge base for stronger evidence-based programming and advocacy, focusing on the most 
pressing issues. Notwithstanding this reference to advocacy, the office did not prepare an 
advocacy strategy and action plan that included key elements, such as defined results, 
segregated approaches for each targeted decision maker, specific activities, assigned 
responsibilities, budgets and timelines.6 This risked that the office was not raising awareness of 
issues affecting children among policymakers and promoting action in support of children’s rights. 
A further risk identified was that the office’s advocacy activities were not focused on the most 
critical issues, were not supported by evidence and were allocated insufficient human and 
financial resources to facilitate the efficient and effective promotion of children’s rights. 
 
A structured approach to advocacy is even more important in the context of Syria, where there 
are numerous regulatory constraints relating to UNICEF’s partnerships with non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs), access to target populations and scope of work.  
 

AGREED ACTION 4 
 
The office agrees to prepare and implement an office-wide advocacy plan that includes 
assigned responsibilities and monitoring mechanisms, in line with UNICEF organizational 
guidance, to ensure that the advocacy requirements of the country programme are fulfilled. 
 
Staff Responsible: Communication Chief 

Implementation Date: September 2022  
 

 
  

 
6 These key elements are defined in the UNICEF Advocacy Toolkit - A guide to influencing decisions that improve children's 
lives. 
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5.  Protection against sexual exploitation and abuse Medium 
 
The already high risk of sexual exploitation and abuse in humanitarian situations, such as that in 
Syria, has been heightened by the COVID-19 pandemic, which has further limited access to 
children and women at risk. UNICEF is committed to implementing extensive measures to prevent 
the sexual exploitation and abuse of beneficiaries, including raising awareness of the issue among 
the individuals and communities it serves as well as its own staff.  
 
The office had made efforts to conduct sexual exploitation risk assessments among 43 NGOs 
and had supported capacity-building and the development improvement workplans for those 
assessed as high risk. However, the audit found areas for further improvement, set out below. 
 
Complaint and reporting mechanism: Since 2020, the office had received only three allegations 
of sexual exploitation and abuse, which were reported through third-party facilitators who had built 
trust with beneficiaries. The office explained that the small number of complaints was owing to 
the limited coverage of the complaint and reporting mechanism and noted that there had been 
challenges to its operationalization and roll-out. In particular, in Syria, cultural barriers inhibit 
victims of sexual exploitation and abuse from reporting their cases and make it difficult to establish 
an effective complaint mechanism. The In-country Network of the Inter-Agency Standing 
Committee had developed a United Nations-wide concept for community-based complaint 
mechanisms for sexual exploitation and abuse in 2019, but the Government refused to endorse 
it. In the absence of the inter-agency mechanism, the office did not have an alternative plan to 
enhance the community-based complaint mechanism. Lack of an effective complaint and 
reporting system risks that incidents of sexual exploitation and abuse might go undetected and 
unreported and that victims are not supported. 
 
Raising awareness among partners: The maturity of complaint mechanisms among partner 

organizations was low. In 2018, the Syrian Government allowed 
United Nations agencies to include commitments on the prevention 
of sexual exploitation and abuse in agreements signed with their 
partners. This endorsement encouraged UNICEF to further engage 
with its partners to strengthen the complaint mechanism. The office 
had disseminated materials (posters and stickers) on the prevention 
of sexual exploitation and abuse and had placed complaint boxes in 
the offices of some civil society partners. However, no cases were 
reported through these complaint boxes. In November 2021, the 

office decided that all programme documents should include three performance indicators related 
to prevention of sexual exploitation and abuse: number of staff of partners trained, number of staff 
of partners who signed the organizational code of conduct7 and number of beneficiaries reached 
through awareness-raising activities. The office also defined how these performance indicators 
would be used to raise awareness among beneficiaries and partners. Substantial work on raising 
awareness of prevention of sexual exploitation and abuse had not started at the time of the audit, 
except for one ongoing pilot project with one partner. 
 
 
 

 
7 The risk assessment on the prevention of sexual exploitation and abuse (PSEA) includes the following requirement: 
“An organizational policy on PSEA exists and describes appropriate standards of conduct, other preventive 
measures, reporting, monitoring, investigation and corrective measures.” 

Cultural barriers 
inhibit victims of 
sexual exploitation 
and abuse from 
reporting cases. 
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AGREED ACTION 5 
 
The office agrees to: 

i. With the support of the Middle East and North Africa Regional Office as necessary, 
explore alternative ways to establish the community-based complaint mechanism on 
sexual exploitation and abuse. 

ii. Determine how the performance indicators on prevention of sexual exploitation and 
abuse in programme documents will be systematically used to enhance awareness of 
the issue among partners. 

 
Staff Responsible: Chief of Child Protection and focal point on prevention of sexual 
exploitation and abuse 

Implementation Date: February 2023  
 

 
 

6.  Partnership management Medium 
 
Requiring multiple reviews of programme documents delayed their issuance and risked 
programme implementation.  
 
The office did not process programme documents, which set out partnership agreements with 
partner organizations, in a timely manner. On average, the office took 150 days to process the 
programme document, from the date a partner submitted a programme document to the date it 
was signed by both parties, while the organizational standard for this process is 45 days. The 
process took longer for the programme documents managed by the six field offices, which took 
between 106 to 209 days to finalize. Delays in finalizing programme documents risked the 
timeliness and quality of programme implementation, the achievement of results and the 
reputation of UNICEF, particularly in the context of a complex emergency. The main reason given 
for delays in processing the programme documents from the field offices was that they required 
multiple reviews by the respective programme sections at the main office in Damascus and 
clearance by the programme section chiefs, who were the budget owners. The office also noted 
that it was required to obtain approval from the Government for national NGOs to sign the 
programme documents, a lengthy process that involved the Ministry of Social Affairs and Labour 
and the Ministry of Local Administration. In an attempt to reduce the delays resulting from 
government reviews, the office had started to use programme documents with two-year durations. 

 

AGREED ACTION 6 
 
The office agrees to improve the timeliness of its processing of programme documents by 
simplifying and streamlining its internal review process.   
 
Staff Responsible: Programme officer responsible for implementing partnership, under the 
supervision of Chief of Programme Monitoring and Evaluation 

Implementation Date: July 2022  
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7.  Humanitarian cash transfers High 
 
The office made humanitarian cash transfers through financial service providers with limited 
financial capacity, which delayed the payments, thus risking loss of funds and non-achievement 
of programme objectives. Furthermore, beneficiary data was shared with field offices and 
implementing partners without implementing any data security measures. This could lead to the 
corruption, manipulation and/or disclosure of private data, which could result in harm to 
beneficiaries. 
 
Humanitarian cash disbursements: The office had implemented two humanitarian cash 
transfer programmes: the Cash for Basic Needs Support Programme and the Integrated Social 

Protection Programme for Children with Disabilities. The first 
programme focused on families with children in urban and peri-
urban slums, offering a one-time unconditional cash transfer to 
help them cope with deteriorating living conditions in an 
emergency context. This programme was implemented in seven 
governorates by different national NGOs with a total budget of 
US$19 million since 2020. The second programme combined cash 
transfers with case management services to facilitate the referral 
of children with disabilities to available social services and 

increase their social inclusion. This programme was implemented in five governorates through 
various national NGOs with a budget of US$21 million since 2020. The office had disbursed a 
total of US$9.5 million through these two programmes to beneficiaries in 2020 and 2021 (up to 
November). The payments were made through two contracted financial service providers. 
 
The audit team noted that the contracted financial service providers had limited capacity and had 
delayed payments to the beneficiaries in many cases. In some instances, it took more than two 
weeks for the providers to make the payments. For example, in June 2021, it took 40 days to 
disburse US$0.2 million. Payment delays risked that the humanitarian cash transfer programmes 
would not meet their objectives as well as loss of funds and reputational damage to UNICEF. 
Furthermore, payment delays made it difficult for the office to meet grant agreement obligations. 
For example, at the time of the audit, in November 2021, the office had not made a disbursement 
of US$0.3 million from a grant that was due to expire on 10 December 2021 because the financial 
service provider had delayed the payment and had not made a claim for reimbursement. There 
was thus a risk of losing the funds and consequently, the opportunity to support children in need, 
if the grant period was not extended.  
 
The delays occurred because the financial service providers had limited capacity and did not 
always have the cash to make the required payments. The office used a reimbursement modality 
to make payments to the financial service providers, whereby payment was only made to the 
providers upon presentation of an invoice showing the payments made. The office could not 
provide cash advances to the financial service providers because the providers were unable to 
provide UNICEF with acceptable bank guarantees that would have mitigated the risk of making 
advances to them. The office had considered leveraging the long-term agreement another United 
Nations agency had signed with a different financial service provider. However, the arrangement 
was not approved by the UNICEF Division of Financial and Administrative Management because 
the long-term agreement was not aligned with UNICEF policy; i.e., it had been signed without a 
bidding process and the service provider could not obtain a bank guarantee. The office indicated 
that it was in consultation with UNICEF headquarters (i.e., Division of Financial and Administrative 

Cash disbursements 
to beneficiaries in 
2020 and 2021 
totalled US$9.5 
million. 
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Management and Supply Division) to engage additional financial service providers that could 
provide the needed bank guarantee. However, at the time of the audit, it had not yet contracted 
another provider.  
 
Security of data: Implementing partners are responsible for registering beneficiaries and storing 
beneficiary information in their own systems. For the office’s cash transfer programmes, when the 
payment process started, the partners downloaded the beneficiary information into Excel files, 
which were sent to the programme officer at the relevant field office. The audit reviewed a sample 
of four payment transactions and found that, although beneficiary information had been shared 
on a need-to-know basis, it was sent to field offices without employing any data-security 
measures, such as password protection or deletion of private information. Lack of proper 
safeguards of beneficiaries’ identifying information could cause accidental or unauthorized 
destruction, loss, alteration or disclosure of private data, which could result in harm to the 
beneficiaries and cause UNICEF reputational damage. 
 

AGREED ACTION 7 
 
The office agrees to strengthen humanitarian cash disbursements and beneficiary data 
transfer processes. Consideration will be given to: i) expediting the contracting of new 
financial service providers; and ii) supporting NGO partners in safeguarding beneficiary data. 
 
Staff Responsible: Finance and Social Protection Sections  
Implementation Date: April 2022  
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8.  Third-party monitors and facilitators Medium 
 
The absence of a planning and monitoring process for third-party monitors and facilitators risked 
that the office was not obtaining the best value for money and that the role and responsibilities of 
the field offices were being duplicated. 
 
Since 2014, the Syria Country Office had used third-party facilitators and monitors to perform a 
range of tasks that included, among others, monitoring the implementation of UNICEF activities 
by partners primarily in the areas where access was difficult or restricted for UNICEF staff. 
Payments to facilitators and monitors since 2020 totalled US$4.4 million. As shown in figure 3, 
the total number of third-party facilitators and monitors at any one time between January 2020 
and September 2021 was more than 60.  
 
The audit noted that the office did not have a planning and monitoring system in place to identify 

and prioritize the tasks assigned to the 
third-party facilitators and monitors and 
to manage their performance. There was 
thus the risk that the third-party 
facilitators and monitors were 
undertaking tasks that were not 
necessary. For example, the audit noted 
that in 2020 third-party monitors 
completed 706 programmatic visits, a 
number significantly higher (by more 
than 1,000 per cent) than the number of 
visits that would have been necessary 
had the UNICEF risk-based guidelines 
been followed. The office had also not 
assessed the continued need to use 
third-party monitors in view of its large 
field presence and therefore had 
incurred the risk that they were 

duplicating the responsibilities of the field offices. The office informed the audit team that in the 
new country programme (2022-2024), it will reduce its reliance on third-party facilitators in order 
to reduce expenses and make effective use of the existing UNICEF capacity in field offices. 
 

AGREED ACTION 8 
 
The office agrees to establish a planning process to identify and prioritize programmatic visits 
that should be undertaken by third-party facilitators and to assess the continued need for them. 
 
Staff Responsible: Chief of Field Operations  

Implementation Date: July 2022  
 

 
 

9.  Delivery of supplies Medium 
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There were delays in delivering supplies to implementing partners due to gaps in planning. These 
gaps risked the timely implementation of planned activities and the loss or waste of supplies 
through obsolescence. 
 
From January 2020 to November 2021, the office distributed to implementing partners supplies 
worth about US$37.1 million. The audit noted that in 2020 and 2021 (up to late October), 495 
release orders, amounting to US$14.9 million, were issued to partners between 30 and 180 days 
after the planned delivery dates recorded in the UNICEF enterprise management resource system 
(called VISION). A review of a sample of 10 release orders, totalling US$3 million, found that in 7 
cases, the goods were delivered after their expected delivery date by an average of 70 days. 
There were various causes of delays in the delivery of supplies, including restrictions on 
movement imposed by the Government, COVID-19 lockdowns, late initiation of distribution vis-à-
vis planned dates for activities and delays in obtaining tax exemption certificates from the 
Government. While some of these causes could not be anticipated, the distribution dates did not 
reflect adequate consideration of situational factors that delayed the distribution of supplies. A 
government official confirmed to the audit team the need to expedite the delivery of supplies to 
ensure the timely implementation of programme activities, which suggested that the office could 
work with the Government to address the delays arising from government restrictions. 
Considering the emergency context in Syria, the delayed delivery of supplies might render them 
obsolete or no longer needed, leading to inefficiencies and the non-achievement of expected 
results.  
 

AGREED ACTION 9 
 
The office agrees to strengthen its internal supply planning process to ensure the timely 
delivery of supplies to end users. In particular, it will ensure that supply plans take into 
account and build in time for contingencies, such as movement restrictions arising from 
regulatory requirements or other factors, such as a pandemic.  
 
Staff Responsible: Chiefs of Programme Sections, Chiefs of Field Offices and Supply 
Manager 
Implementation Date: April 2022  

 
 
 

10.  Contract management Medium 
 
Contracts did not have clear deliverables and were issued for periods that exceeded the 
corresponding grant periods. This created risks of reporting and funding complications and that 
the related work would not be effectively managed.  
 
The audit selected a sample of five contracts, with a total value of US$6.8 million, for detailed 
review. The sample included three construction contracts that did not specify any clear 
deliverables, nor were the related payments linked to deliverables. This risked that the office might 
not effectively monitor the progress of construction work, anticipate potential delays or mitigate 
them in a timely manner. Further, the office risked making payments for shoddy or uncompleted 
construction work. In addition, in two cases, there were discrepancies between the timeline of the 
contract and that of the grant, where the contracts had expected completion dates that exceeded 
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the grant expiration dates by 88 days and 14 days, respectively. This could lead to improper grant 
reporting and funding complications for the related contract activities, should the donors funding 
the construction work refuse to extend the grant periods. 
 

AGREED ACTION 10 
 
The office agrees to ensure that all contracts include clear deliverables that are linked to 
periodic payments and that the contract periods are within the grant period. 
 
Staff Responsible: Supply team and programme sections  

Implementation Date: March 2022 
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Definitions of Audit Observation Ratings 

 
To assist management in prioritizing the actions arising from the audit, OIAI ascribes a rating to 
each audit observation based on the potential consequence or residual risks to the audited entity, 
area, activity or process, or to UNICEF as a whole. Individual observations are rated as follows: 
 

Low 

The observation concerns a potential opportunity for improvement in 
the assessed governance, risk management or control processes. 
Low-priority observations are reported to management during the 
audit but are not included in the audit report. Action in response to 
the observation is desirable. 

Medium 

The observation relates to a weakness or deficiency in the assessed 
governance, risk management or control processes that requires 
resolution within a reasonable period of time to avoid adverse 
consequences for the audited entity, area, activity or process. 

High 

The observation concerns a fundamental weakness or deficiency in 
the assessed governance, risk management or control processes 
that requires prompt/immediate resolution to avoid severe/major 
adverse consequences for the audited entity, area, activity or 
process, or for UNICEF as a whole. 

 

Definitions of Overall Audit Conclusions 
 
The above ratings of audit observations are then used to support an overall audit conclusion for 
the area under review, as follows: 
 

Satisfactory 
The assessed governance, risk management or control processes 
were adequate and functioning well.  

Partially 
Satisfactory, 
Improvement 

Needed   

The assessed governance, risk management or control processes 
were generally adequate and functioning but needed some 
improvement. The weaknesses or deficiencies identified were 
unlikely to have a materially negative impact on the performance 
of the audited entity, area, activity or process. 

Partially 
Satisfactory, 
Significant 

Improvement 
Needed 

The assessed governance, risk management or control processes 
needed significant improvement. The weaknesses or deficiencies 
identified could have a materially negative impact on the 
performance of the audited entity, area, activity or process.  

Unsatisfactory 

The assessed governance, risk management or control processes 
needed significant improvement. The weaknesses or deficiencies 
identified could have a severely negative impact on the 
performance of the audited entity, area, activity or process.  
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