
1 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
 

 
 
 
   

                                     Office of Internal Audit and Investigations 

Report on the Internal Audit of the 

MALI COUNTRY OFFICE 

DECEMBER 2022 
 

Report 2022/22 
 



             CONTENTS  
 
 
 
 
 

2 
 

 

Executive Summary ...................................................................................................... 3 

Overall Conclusion 
Summary of Observations and Agreed Actions  

Context ........................................................................................................................... 6 

Audit Objectives and Scope ......................................................................................... 2 

Observations and Management Action Plan .............................................................. 8 

1. Work planning with implementing partners    
2. Social cash transfer 
3. Assurance activities 
4. Leverage the results of assurance activities to strengthen risk management of partners 
5. Cost of assurance activities under HACT   
6. Inventory management and end-user monitoring  
7. Risk management  
8. Construction contractual terms      

 

Appendix ...................................................................................................................... 23 

Definitions of Audit Observation Ratings 
Definitions of Overall Audit Conclusions 
 



             EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
 
 
 
 

3 
 

 
The Office of Internal Audit and Investigations (OIAI) conducted an audit of the UNICEF Mali 
Country Office, covering the period from 1 January 2021 to 31 May 2022. The audit was 
conducted remotely from May to June 2022 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 Mali Country Office, including risk management, result planning and monitoring, partnerships 
implementation framework, cash transfers to implementing partners, social cash transfer, 
harmonized approach to cash transfers, assurance activities, delegation of authority and staff 
responsibilities, warehouse management and end-users monitoring. The descriptions of the 
specific risks identified during the engagement planning process are provided in the Audit 
Objective and Scope Section of this report.  
 
The Mali Country Office works with 185 active partners in the implementation of planned 
programme activities, including government partners at national and decentralized levels, civil 
society organizations (CSOs), academic institutions, professional associations and UN agencies. 
During the period audited, the Country Office transferred approximately US$61.4 million to 
implementing partners, which represented 47 per cent of the total expenditure. There were 
therefore several risks around the management of partnerships and cash transfers to 
implementing partners. The country context indicates that Mali is experiencing a multidimensional 
crisis affecting 12.9 million people, driven by the combined impacts of insecurity, inter-communal 
conflict, socio-political instability, climate change and the COVID-19 pandemic. The audit 
therefore sought to determine whether and how the Country Office managed those risks. 
 

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 could have a materially negative impact 
on the performance of the audited entity, area, 
activity or process. (See the Appendix for 
definitions of the conclusion ratings.)  
 
Summary of Observations and Agreed Actions 
 
OIAI noted several areas where the Country Office’s controls were adequate and functioned well:  
 
 UNICEF is leading the UN-HACT task force: As lead of the HACT UN-Working Group,  

UNICEF met with other EXCOM agencies to discuss the number of implementing partners  to 
be micro-assessed by each agency and avoid cost duplication.   
 

 Support to programme implementation (supply chain): Mali is a landlocked country that 
covers approximately 1.2 million km. It has poor infrastructure. There is insecurity in the 
country and geopolitical instability has impacted UNICEF supply and logistics. To facilitate the 
transportation of vaccines in the country, UNICEF  collaborated with UNHAS and ECHO flights 
to deliver vaccines even to the most remote areas of the country. To support the Mali 

 Satisfactory  

 Partially Satisfactory, 
Improvement Needed 

 Partially Satisfactory, Major 
Improvement Needed 

 Unsatisfactory 
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Government's response, UNICEF also provided the Ministry of Health with six trucks to 
facilitate the transport of vaccines to the central and southern regions of the country. 
 

The audit also made a number of observations related to the management of the key risks 
evaluated. In particular, OIAI noted:  
 
 Planning with implementing partners: Work planning with Government and 

nongovernmental implementing partners is critical to the identification of key risks to the 
implementation of activities and clarification of expectations, commitments and obligations of 
partnerships. Country offices also typically build and nurture productive working relationships 
with implementing partners during work planning, thereby increasing scope for the effective 
and efficient implementation of the workplans. As expected, the Mali Country Office had put 
in place an appropriate accountability framework that require approval of workplans by 
appropriate levels of staff. However, it did not comply with the  accountability framework with 
respect to the approval of workplans and Funding Authorization and Certificate of Expenditure 
(FACE) forms. Such noncompliance creates risks to partners’ effective and efficient 
implementation of activities assigned to them. 

 
 Leveraging the results: Assurance activities can only have the desired impact of 

strengthening partners’ risk management practices and assuring the use of resources for 
intended purposes if offices effectively work with partners to ensure actions are taken by the 
partners to strengthen their own risk management. This audit identified the need for significant 
improvement in how the Mali Country Office handles the results of assurance activities. 

 
 Social cash transfer: The controls around the social cash transfer programme were 

inadequate to ensure that the cash was distributed to individuals who the progamme was 
intended to support. 

 
The table below summarizes the key actions management has agreed to take to address the 
residual risks identified and the ratings of those risks and observations with respect to the 
assessed governance, risk management and control processes. (See the definitions of the 
observation ratings in the Appendix.) 
 

OBSERVATION RATING 

Category of 
Process 

Area or Operation and Key Agreed Action  Rating 

Governance 

Work planning with implementing partners (Observation 1): 
Strengthen work planning and engagement with government partners   
to increase scope for the effective and efficient implementation of the 
plans.    

Medium 

Risk Management 

Assurance activities (Observation 2): Prioritize and focus spot 
checks on partnerships that are associated with significant amounts of 
cash transfers and most significant risk; amend the terms of reference 
for spot check of partners’ financial management to require coverage 
not only of transactions associated with high values but also of those 
that are associated with high risk of fraud, waste and abuse, such as 
procurement of goods and services; amend the terms of reference for 
external audit of partners to specifically require an evaluation and test 
of governance, risk management and controls related to effectiveness 

Medium 
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of operations, accuracy of reporting and compliance with good 
business practices, including UNICEF procedures. 

Leverage the results of assurance activities to strengthen risk 
management of partners (Observation 3): Take appropriate 
measures to increase impact of assurance activities, which includes 
strengthening partners’ risk management practices. 

High 

Risk management (Observation 6): Strengthen risk management by 
ensuring that fraud risks are well formulated and effective mitigating 
actions are identified. 

Medium 

 
Control processes 

Social cash transfer programme (Observation 2): Strengthen 
internal controls and assurance activities over the identification and 
registration of beneficiaries and implement an appropriate and 
independently verifiable grievance redress mechanism and use the 
feedback received through this mechanism to improve the 
implementation of its social cash transfer programme.  

High 

Inventory management and end-user monitoring (Observation 7):  
Assess the risk to supplies in warehouses and to the distribution of 
supplies to end-users and develop and implement appropriate 
procedures to effectively manage any significant risks identified.  

Medium 

 Construction contractual terms (Observation 8):  Ensure that 
milestones for payments defined in contracts are measurable with 
clear deliverables and invoices received are aligned with the terms of 
the contracts and reflect the services provided. 

Medium 

 
Management is responsible for establishing and maintaining appropriate governance, risk 
management and control processes and implementing the actions agreed following this audit. 
The role of the OIAI is to provide an independent assessment of those governance, risk 
management and control processes. 
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Mali has made progress in some key child 
rights areas in the past decade. Infant 
mortality declined slightly from 56 to 54 per 
1,000 live births and stunting among 
children under five decreased from 38 to 27 
per cent between 2012 and 2018. However, 
those improvements have not been shared 
equitably across the population. 
Approximately 68 per cent of the population 
(13 million people) is multidimensionally 
poor while an additional 15.3 per cent (2.9 
million) is classified as vulnerable to 
multidimensional poverty. 
 
Mali is experiencing a multidimensional 
crisis affecting 12.9 million people, driven by 
the combined impacts of insecurity, inter-
communal conflict, socio-political instability, 
climate change and the COVID-19 

pandemic. One in three Malians – a total of 7.5 million people – need humanitarian assistance. 
Grave violations of children's rights are pervasive. Displacement remains a major concern, with 
362,907 people internally displaced. The protracted humanitarian crisis, population displacement 
and constrained humanitarian access have hampered progress towards the Sustainable 
Development Goals. 
 
The vision of the 2020-2024 Mali Country Programme of Cooperation is that children and 
adolescents, both girls and boys, especially the most disadvantaged, deprived and hard-to-reach 
and those affected by crises, live and participate in resilient communities, enjoying a protective, 
nurturing and supportive environment that allows them to unlock their full potential throughout 
their lives. It has a total budget of US$405 million and consists of four main programme 
components: the early years (0–5 years), the formative years (6–12 years), the second decade 
(13–18 years), and the enabling environment for community resilience. It also includes a 
programme effectiveness component.  
 
The UNICEF Mali Country 
Office is based in Bamako. 
There are five Zone Offices in 
Mopti, Gao, Sikasso, 
Tombouctou and Kayes. The 
Country Office has a total of 
229 established posts (68 
IPs, 84 NOs and 77 GS) of 
which 11 were vacant as of 
May 2022.  There were 142 
posts in Bamako, 27 in Mopti, 
17 in Gao, 18 in Sikasso, 13 
in Tombouctou and 12 in 
Kayes.   
 
In 2021, cash transfers and supplies represented 65 per cent of the total expenditure. The graph 
shows expenditures of the Mali Country Office by cost category in 2021.  

Cash Transfer
47%

General 
Operating

4%

Other Costs
2%

Service Contract
11%

Staff Cost
18%

Supply
18%

EXPENDITURE OF THE MALI COUNTRY OFFICE BY 
COST CATEGORY  - 2021
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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 Mali Country 
Office, including: planning, monitoring, partnership management, harmonized approach to cash 
transfers (HACT) assurance activities, humanitarian social cash transfers, procurement of 
services, and warehouse and inventory management. The audit scope included key areas that 
were selected during the audit planning process based on an assessment of inherent risks.1  
 
The audit was conducted remotely from 23 May to 13 June 2022 in accordance with the 
International Standards for the Professional Practice of Internal Auditing. For the purpose of audit 
testing, the audit covered the period from January 2021 to May 2022. It involved a combination 
of methods, tools and techniques, including interviews, data analytics, document review, tests of 
transactions, evaluations and validation of preliminary observations.  

 
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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The key areas where actions are needed are summarized below.  
 

1. Work planning with implementing partners  Medium 
 

Work planning with Government and nongovernmental implementing partners is critical to the 
identification of key risks to the implementation of activities and clarification of expectations, 
commitments and obligations of partnerships. Country offices also typically build and nurture 
productive working relationships with implementing partners during work planning, increasing 
scope for the effective and efficient implementation of the plans. As expected, the Mali Country 
Office had put in place an appropriate accountability framework that require approval of workplans 
by appropriate levels of staff. However, it did not comply with the  accountability framework with 
respect to the approval of workplans and Funding Authorization and Certificate of Expenditure 
(FACE) forms. Such noncompliance creates risks to partners’ effective and efficient 
implementation of activities assigned to them. 

As expected, the Mali Country Office’s  workplans were aligned with government priorities and 
the 2020-2024 UN Sustainable Cooperation Development Framework and planned results were 
defined at outcome and output levels. However, OIAI noted that even though effective 
implementation of the Country Office workplan required commitment from the Mali Government 
and nongovernmental partnerships at the highest levels, and those workplans were associated 
with significant budgets, they were signed by Heads of Field Offices that were below the level 
designated by the Country Office’s accountability framework. Therefore, the approvals did not 
convey the level of importance that the workplans warrant. This may in turn negatively impact on 
partners’ implementation of activities assigned to them in  workplans. 

Work planning with government partners: The Mali Country Office’s accountability framework 
appropriately assigns responsibilities for the Office’s engagements – such as the approval of 
workplans – with the Government partners  to the Representative or the duly designated head of 
the Country Office. The audit noted that while the 2022-2023 office-wide workplan was signed at 
national level by the Representative, the 20 district-level workplans were signed by the heads of 
the zone offices, even though the budgets for those plans far exceeded the delegations of 
authority for the heads of zone offices, which had been appropriately set at up to $50,000 in the 
Office’s table of authority. For example, heads of zone offices signed the multi-year workplans for 
Gao, Kidal, and Menaka, with associated budgets of US$20.7 million, US$11 million, and US$6.7 
million, respectively. The Country Office stated that the district level workplans were part and 
parcel of the national workplan that was signed by the Representative. The district level workplans 
were, however, not signed by the Representative or the duly designated officer to reflect the 
decentralization of the programme in its implementation and the accountability as defined in the 
accountability framework.   
  
Approving Funding Authorization and Certificate of Expenditure (FACE) forms: UNICEF 
offices use the FACE form as the instrument for the authorization of activities as well as the cost 
of such activities to be implemented by partners. OIAI noted that 48 out of 60 FACE forms (80 per 
cent) were certified and approved by Mali Country Office staff who were below the level that had 
been appropriately delegated the approval authority in the Country Office’s accountability 
framework. Though much progress had been made by the Country Office since the peer review 
of October 2021, 4 of the 60 FACE forms issued in 2022 were still not certified and approved as 
per the 2022 Table of Authority (TOA).  For example, a FACE form amounting to US$1.9 million 
related to social cash transfer was approved by the Chief of Social Policy instead of the 
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Representative. Another FACE form amounting to US$0.4 million related to immunization 
activities was approved by the Health Manager instead of the Deputy Representative.   

Work planning and budgeting with civil society organizations: UNICEF offices use 
Programme Documents (PD) to plan and budget activities that will be implemented by CSOs. The 
PD is the instrument authorizing activities as well as the cost of such activities to be implemented 
by CSOs. The audit team noted significant differences, ranging from 63 per cent to 24 per cent in 
the  percentages of overall budgets in the PDs that were allowed for programme support costs. 
Implementing partners are expected to use those funds for the administration of UNICEF 
interventions. The audit team was provided with no evidence that warranted the significant 
differences. The support costs had not been assessed through a market analysis, taking into 
account the risks and access constraints. There was thus the risk of providing some partners with 
more funds than necessary for the administration of UNICEF intervention.  
 

AGREED ACTION 1 
 
The Mali Country Office agrees to: 
(i) Strengthen its work planning and engagement with government partners to increase scope 

for the effective and efficient implementation of the plans. Specifically, the Office agrees to 
ensure that, in the future, workplans with partners are signed by the Representative or the 
duly designated head of the Country Office;  

  
(ii) Establish a verification system to ensure that all activities stated in the FACE form and 

Programme Document are fully aligned with the activities in the Annual Workplan (AWP); 
this will allow the Country Office to operationalize the AWP and to strengthen the 
partnerships around the AWP; 
 

(iii) Establish appropriate standards based on practices in other country offices and market 
analysis with other UN agencies (Business Operating Strategy)  and consistently apply those 
standards in determining the programme support elements of CSO partnerships to ensure 
equity, transparency and efficient use of funds.  

 
Staff Responsible: Representative  

Implementation Date: March 2023 
 
 

2. Social cash transfer programme High 
 
The controls around the social cash transfer programme were inadequate to ensure that the cash 
was distributed to individuals who deserve support. 
 
UNICEF and the World Food Programme (WFP) agreed with certain donors to implement the 
Social Cash Transfer Programme as part of the social protection responses to the COVID-19 
pandemic in Mali, Niger and Mauritania. The purpose of the joint programme, for both UNICEF 
and WFP, was to strengthen the national social protection system. Based on comparative 
advantages, WFP opted to directly identify its beneficiaries and distribute cash to them. UNICEF 
opted to strengthen national social protection systems and through those systems identify 
beneficiaries and distribute cash to them. The audit team noted that the monitoring visit by the 
Country Office and the Government identified 2,573 cash cards that had not been distributed for 
various reasons, including inability to reach or locate the target beneficiaries. Although 
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beneficiaries who did not receive their card were not paid and funds were returned to UNICEF, 
the finding from the monitoring visit highlights risk that payments may be made in respect of 
individuals that are not entitle to them. OIAI noted the following with respect to the controls around 
the identification of beneficiaries and Financial Services Providers (FSPs), transfer of cash from 
UNICEF to the FSPs and distribution of the cash by FSPs to beneficiaries:  
 
Identification and registration of beneficiaries: UNICEF and the Government of Mali agreed 
on the use of several criteria and target guidelines to identify beneficiaries. The beneficiaries 
identified were then registered in the Government’s database (‘Registre Social Unifié’) for 
targeting households to be assisted. The Mali Country Office stated that it supported the 
Government to register all households in the area in the social registry to address the lack of 
updated data and to ensure all those who needed assistance could be selected and reached. 
OIAI was not provided with any evidence to indicate the level of support provided by Mali Country 
Office; therefore, the nature and extent of its involvement in and oversight of the Government’s 
identification and registration of beneficiaries could not be independently evaluated by OIAI. Nor 
did OIAI find any evidence of independent assurance activity to assess reliability of the database 
and accuracy of the information contained therein. While the Country Office commissioned an 
audit of the Social Cash Transfer Programme, OIAI noted that risks related to the accuracy of the 
beneficiary list were not evaluated.  Moreover, the terms of reference for the assurance activity 
did not require evaluation of risks related to the accuracy of the beneficiary list. Discussions with 
government partners revealed that the database was last updated in 2018. The Mali Country 
Office did not dispute that the list was last updated in 2018; however, the Country Office told OIAI 
that given the low coverage of the database and the obsolescence of the data, it conducted a 
census of all households within the intervention area before the implementation of the project. 
However, it did not provide any evidence for OIAI to independently evaluate the adequacy of the 
controls around the census. 
 
Distribution of cash: Typically, UNICEF transferred cash to FSPs selected by the Government, 
either through government agencies or directly to the FSPs. As of 30 April 2022, US$2.5 million 
had been channelled through government partners, of which 96 per cent was cash to 32,500 
beneficiaries under the Social Cash Transfer Programme. The amount of cash transferred directly 
to FSPs for onward distribution to target beneficiaries was US$0.9 million. Distribution of cash by 
FSPs to beneficiaries was carried out through mobile money service and bank cards issued to 
the beneficiaries by the FSP. OIAI did not find and was not provided with any evidence of the 
following:   
 
i. Mali Country Office’s involvement in and oversight of the Government’s selection of the 

FSPs; 
  

ii. Activities undertaken by the Country Office to confirm that amounts transferred through 
the Government and directly to the FSPs were carried out with an accurate list of 
beneficiaries; 
  

iii. Any activity undertaken by the Country Office to confirm that the FSPs had promptly 
received from the government agencies the full amount of cash that the agencies had 
received from UNICEF; A firm hired by the Country Office to audit the account of a 
government agency did not provide any assurance that the full amount was transferred to 
FSP because the terms of reference for the audit did not specifically require such 
assurance be provided; and 
  

iv. Any due diligence to assess the suitability and technical capacities of the service 
providers. 



 
 
 
 
 

11 
 

 
Assurance activities: While the Country Office had commissioned an audit of the Social Cash 
Transfer Programme, OIAI noted that the terms of reference (TOR) was inadequate as it did not  
include specific requirements for the auditors to evaluate management of the unique risks 
associated with social cash transfers. For example, the ToR did not require the audit firm to 
confirm the accuracy of beneficiary lists or the timely receipt of the accurate amounts of assistance 
by the intended beneficiaries. Consequently, there was no indication in the assurance reports that 
management of those risks had been evaluated. Paragraph 19 of UNICEF procedures on cash 
assistance to beneficiaries requires tailoring of assurance activities to cash assistance 
programmes. However, the Mali Country Office used a generic ToR that is relevant to direct cash 
transfers (DCTs) under the Harmonized Approach to Cash Transfers (HACT) and not relevant to 
the evaluation of risks related to social cash transfers. OIAI appreciates that there were joint 
monitoring visits of the Government and the Country Office with respect to the Social Cash 
Transfer Programme. As stated above, one of those visits identified 2,573 cash cards that had 
not been distributed for various reasons, including the inability to reach or locate the target 
beneficiaries. Joint monitoring visits by the Government and the Country Office were infrequent. 
To ensure timely identification and remediation of problems related to Social Cash Transfer 
Programme, more frequent, sometimes unannounced monitoring visits were needed.   
 
Protection of beneficiaries’ data: Though data protection and sharing protocols were clearly 
spelled out in contracts signed by the government partners and financial service providers (FSPs) 
for the disbursement of cash to target beneficiaries, the audit team noted that sharing of final 
beneficiary lists between UNICEF, the Government and FSPs was done via email without any 
form of protection such as a password, which indicates that controls to protect beneficiaries’ 
confidential data were not adequate. 
 
Grievance mechanism: Although the Country Office stated that a grievance redress mechanism 
was part of the protocol, it did not provide OIAI with any evidence of the existence and execution 
of such a mechanism.    
 

AGREED ACTION 2 
The Mali Country Office agrees to: 
(i) Strengthen its internal controls and assurance activities so that the identification and 

registration of the list of beneficiaries is triangulated and validated, the distribution of 
cash is verified on regular basis and beneficiary personal data is adequately protected;  

 
(ii) Establish and implement an appropriate and independently verifiable grievance redress 

mechanism and use the feedback received through this mechanism to improve the 
implementation of its social cash transfer programme.  

 
Staff Responsible: Chief Social Policy, Supply Manager, Deputy Representative Programme  

Implementation Date: September 2023 
 
 

3. Assurance activities Medium 
 
Inadequate execution of assurance activities could reduce the Country Office’s ability to promptly 
identify and correct any problems as well as to obtain adequate assurance that funds have been 
used for intended purposes and that risks of fraud, waste and abuse of resources have been 
effectively managed by partners.  



 
 
 
 
 

12 
 

 
The level of risks associated with a particular implementing partner largely depends on the 
operating context as well as how, when and on what basis funds are disbursed to them to 
implement UNICEF activities. To manage those risks, the HACT framework allows three types of 
assurance activities: (i) programmatic monitoring visits to assess progress against the workplan 
agreed; (ii) spot checks to verify partners’ use of funds for intended purposes and asses their use 
of appropriate financial management and accounting controls; and (iii) external audit of partners. 
 
During the audited period, the Country Office had 185 active implementing partners, including 
122 government partners, 72 civil society organizations and 1 community-based organization. 
The total cash transferred to implementing partners from January 2021 to May 2022 amounted to 
US$64.1 million. 
 
Audit activities: There were 29 planned and completed audit activities conducted in 2021 and 
2022. OIAI reviewed sample audit reports and related terms of reference and noted that they were 
more oriented toward financial audits (providing opinion on the statement of expenditure) with 
limited focus on evaluating governance, risk management and controls with respect to key risk 
areas of the partners. One ToR for the audit of a partner who received cash transfer of US$1.1 
million and supplies of US$0.2 million focused on validation of cash liquidated and did not require 
evaluation of risk related to supplies – e.g., whether the supplies were received and accounted 
for as noted in the warehouse capacity and inventory management section. OIAI noted that the 
Country Office used generic ToRs for the audits of partners. Not properly designing the audit 
ToRs exposes the organization to situations where audits may not be focused on addressing the 
right risks.  
 
Spot checks: The 2018 HACT Guidance states that a minimum of one spot check is required for 
any implementing partner reporting expenditures of more than US$50,000 in a calendar year from 
funds provided by UNICEF. OIAI noted that between January 2021 and April 2022, 126 of the 
197 spot checks that should have been conducted were completed. There were no financial spot 
checks activities for 38 partners whose direct cash transfers (DCTs) totalling US$12.5 million 
were liquidated. Eighteen of those 38 partners had been rated as high-risk. Failure to undertake 
spot checks of partners that received significant amounts of DCTs meant that the Country Office 
was not adequately managing the risks associate with DCTs. The minimum number of spot 
checks was not carried out for US$8.4 million (18 per cent) of cash liquidated, including for five 
implementing partners rated high risk that received US$4.2 million.    
 
Scope of spot checks: OIAI noted that the expenditures tested during spot checks varied 
significantly and was low for some partners. UNICEF spot check guidance requires that the 
amount of expenditure to be tested during spot checks should be determined based on 
consideration of risk associated with the transaction, with the goal of testing approximately 50 per 
cent of the actual expenditure reported in the partner’s FACE form. The guidance further states 
that expenditure coverage should depend on the programme context and not be less than 20 per 
cent, and not exceed 80 per cent. A review of a sample of 17 spot checks noted coverage of 
nearly 80 per cent for nine of the partners and less than 50 per cent for eight partners; the 
coverage for two high-risk partners was 24 per cent and 28 per cent. There was  no indication the 
selection of transactions tested during the spot check was informed by the level of risk associated 
with the transactions. Instead, the spot checks appeared to focus on transactions with the largest 
value to ensure that the minimum threshold of 50 per cent was achieved. Low coverage of 
expenditure during spot checks could lead to the Country Office not having adequate financial 
assurance on the use of cash transferred to partners. 
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Programmatic visits: Programmatic visits (PVs) were identified based on the risks associated 
with the implementing partners. OIAI noted that the determination of the levels of risks was 
governed by UNICEF HACT procedures. Between January 2021 and April 2022, the Mali Country 
Office completed 426 programmatic visits out of 522 planned (an 81 per cent completion rate). 
OIAI noted, however, that there were 23 implementing partners (IPs) that received a total of 
US$15 million, for which the  required number of PVs were not conducted. The 23 IPs included 6 
implementing partners that received a total of US$5.5 million for which no programmatic visits 
were conducted.  
 

AGREED ACTION 3 
 
Mali Country Office agrees to: 
(i) Prioritize and focus its spot checks on partnerships that are associated with significant 

amounts of direct cash transfers (approximately US$12.5 million at the time of the audit) that 
have been liquidated as well as on high-risk partners. To address any staffing limitations in 
that regard, the Country Office should consider using third parties to conduct spot checks; 
 

(ii) Amend its Terms of Reference (TOR) for spot checks to require coverage not only of 
transactions associated with high values but also of those that are associated with high risk 
of fraud, waste and abuse, such as procurement of goods and services;  
 

(iii) Amend its Terms of Reference (TOR) for the external audit of implementing partners to 
require not only opinion on the statement of expenditure but also an evaluation and test of 
governance, risk management and controls related to effectiveness and efficiency of 
operations, accuracy of operational reporting and compliance with good business practices, 
including UNICEF procedures.  
  

Staff Responsible: Chief Planning Monitoring and Evaluation (PME) 

Implementation Date: June 2023 
 
 
4. Leveraging the results of assurance activities to 

strengthen risk management of partners 
High 

 
Assurance activities can only have the desired impact of strengthening partners’ risk management 
practices and use of resources for intended purposes if offices effectively follow up and work with 
partners to ensure they take commensurate action to strengthen their risk management. This 
audit identified the need for significant improvement in how the Mali Country Office handles the 
results of assurance activities. 
 
Use of e-tools and follow up of assurance recommendations: The Country Office uses eTools 
to track and follow up assurance activities and micro-assessment recommendations.  There were 
gaps in the quality of data in e-Tools. For example, of the 126 spot checks conducted in 2021 and 
2022, findings for 23 of them were not recorded in eTools. The tracking sheet for assurance 
recommendations showed that 78 of 173 recommendations (43 per cent) had been implemented 
in timely manner; 8 were overdue for more than one year, 10 were overdue for between 6 months 
and one year, and 60 were overdue for less than 6 months. 
 
Classification of findings from spot checks: OIAI’s analyses of the ‘high priority findings’ 
identified by spot checks and recorded in eTools during the audited period noted that 34 per cent 
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were classified as ‘other’ and 12 per cent were not classified. UNICEF offices are supposed to 
classify findings according to their nature. This classification should drive the type of monitoring 
action that a Country Office will undertake. Thus, the inaccurate classification of findings creates 
the risk that the Mali Country Office may fail to take appropriate monitoring actions and ensure 
implementing partners effectively and efficiently manage the risks identified by the spot check. 
While eTools might not allow for proper categorisation of findings in all cases, the Country Office 
has the obligation and responsibility to ensure appropriate attention is accorded to all findings. 
The inaccurate classification of findings suggests that the Mali Country Office was undertaking 
spot checks simply to comply with corporate requirements, not to require implementing partners 
to improve their risk management practices based on the outcome of the spot checks.  
  

AGREED ACTION 4 
 
The Mali Country Office agrees to take effective measures including, but not limited to, the 
following, to provide reasonable assurance on the achievement of the desired impact of 
assurance activities, strengthening partners’ risk management practices: 
(i) Ensure that all recommendations stemming from the assurance activities are accurately 

classified and no recommendation is classified as ‘other’; 
 

(ii) Promptly and accurately record all findings from all assurance activities in eTools; 
 
(iii) Ensure that all proposed actions arising from assurance activities or any other proposed 

actions to strengthen implementing partner’s risk management framework are, in fact, 
implemented by the partners. 

 
Staff Responsible: Chief PME and Operations Manager for Internal Controls 

Implementation Date: September 2023 
 
 

5. Cost of assurance activities under HACT  Medium 
 
UN agencies that use implementing partners are expected to work with them to ensure an 
appropriate balance between the agencies’ assurance requirements and the burden of oversight 
and assurance on the implementing partners.  
 
The Mali Country Office spent approximately US$145,000 on assurance activities in 2021 and 
planned approximately US$210,000 for 2022. The Country Office expenditure on assurance 
activities could be reduced if it worked with other UN agencies that use the same implementing 
partners. However, micro-assessment observations and spot check findings do not seem  to be 
shared among UN agencies using shared partners. 
 
The Country Office indicated that although there were no joint micro-assessments and assurance 
activities conducted, UN agencies did share with each other their lists of active implementing 
partners to be audited or micro-assessed. UNICEF took the financial leadership for a number of 
quality assurance activities and the results of micro-assessments and audits of shared partners 
were discussed with agencies providing funds to the shared implementing partners. 
  

AGREED ACTION 5 
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The Mali Country Office agrees to consider joining with other UN agencies that utilize HACT 
with respect to micro-assessments and external audit of implementing partners, with the goal 
of reducing the costs of those activities. 

 

Staff Responsible: Deputy Representative Operations  

Implementation Date: June 2023 

 
 

6. Inventory management and end-user monitoring  Medium 
 
Inadequately managing supplies kept in various warehouses, combined with an inadequate end-
user monitoring mechanism, could reduce UNICEF’s ability to deliver needed programme 
supplies economically and efficiently, leading to waste of resources and risks to UNICEF’s 
reputation. 
 
During the audited period, approximately US$55.7 million worth of supplies were porocured.  
Approximately 56 per cent (US$30 million) of those supplies were procured by the Supply Division 
on behalf of the Government of Mali. In 2021, the majority of those supplies were medical, nutrition 
and WASH-related supplies. Approximately 72 per cent of the procurment value in 2021 and 52 
per cent  of the  procurement value as of May 2022 related to offshore procurement.  
 
Mali is a landlocked country that covers approximately 1.2 million km. The country has poor 
infrastructure. Insecurity and geopolitical instability have impacted UNICEF supply and logistics 
and have required the Country Office to decentralize the inventory to facilitate delivery of supplies 
to beneficiaries in a timely manner.  
 
The audit team noted the following with regard to inventory management:  
 
Inventory in UNICEF warehouse: As of May 2022, the Country Office had inventory amounting 
to US$5.9 million, of which US$US$5.5 million (93 per cent) was managed and stored by a 
contractor (Bollore Transport & Logistics Mali) in Bamako. The audit team conducted a virtual visit 
of the warehouse and noted that school chairs were being stored out in the open due to lack of 
space in the warehouse. The audit team also noted the warehouse did not have a temperature-
controlled room for sensitive supplies such as medicine. The quality of supplies stored in bad 
conditions can rapidly deteriorate and the items’ shelf-life can be reduced, which could lead to 
waste of resources, loss of funds and risk to UNICEF’s reputation. 
 
Inventory in government warehouses: As of 20 April 2022, UNICEF Mali Country Office had 
pre-positioned emergency programme supplies amounting to US$1.7million in 10 regions, 
including in seven warehouses managed by the Government. However, the Country Office did 
not have full visibility of supplies; therefore, there was high risk that any diversion of the supplies 
might not have been promptly identified and addressed. The Country Office did not require and 
did not receive periodic stock reports and did not undertake visits to the government warehouses.   
 
End-User Monitoring: Between 1 January 2021 and 30 May 2022, the Country Office delivered 
programme and emergency supplies amounting to US$18.9 million, which included mainly 
medical, nutrition and WASH supplies provided directly to government implementing partners and 
supplies dispatched from UNICEF warehouse to partners for distribution to end-users. End-user 
monitoring for nutrition supplies was conducted by the Mali Country Office in four regions (Kayes, 
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Gao, Timbuktu, Mopti) with support from the Regional Office during last quarter of 2021. The 
Country Office did not, however, leverage the End-user monitoring for most at risk and high impact 
programmes such as medical supplies and WASH-related supplies; therefore, there was high risk 
that any diversion of supplies might not be promptly identified and addressed.   
  

AGREED  ACTION 6 
 
The Mali Country Office agrees to assess the risk to supplies in warehouses and to the 
distribution of supplies to end-users and, based on that assessment, develop and implement 
appropriate procedures to effectively manage any significant risks identified.   
 
Staff Responsible: Supply Manager 
Implementation Date: June 2023 

 
 

7. Risk management  Medium  
 
A lack of  agreed risk appetite and tolerances, and a risk management framework that was not 
well-designed posed a risk to UNICEF Mali’s ability to deliver lifesaving programmes in a 
challenging context.  
 

During the audited period, the UNICEF Mali Country Office was operating in a challenging 
environment. A multidimensional crisis driven by the combined impacts of insecurity, socio-
political instability, climate change and the COVID-19 pandemic  impacted  the ability of UNICEF 
and its partners to deliver lifesaving programmes. There are inherently high risks in such a 
challenging environment that require a very robust and effective risk management framework. A 
well-designed risk management framework ensures visibility of the most critical risks and 
incorporates monitoring and reporting risks at each level of the organization. UNICEF Mali 
Country Office has conducted annual risk assessments and updated its risk register in the eGRC 
system to reflect the changes to risk. However, the audit team noted the following with regard to 
it’s risk management activities: 
 

Assessing risk of fraud: Fraud risks and underlying causes were not well formulated. The audit 
team found no evidence to show that the Country Office specifically assessed the risk of fraud in 
its consolidated risk assessment. This was the case even though the Country Office implemented 
activities such as humanitarian cash transfers and delivery of critical supplies as part of the 
pandemic response, which are typically associated with an elevated risk of fraud or diversion of 
funds. Without assessing such risks, the Country Office is unable to implement adequate 
mitigating actions to reduce the risk of fraud, corruption and diversion of funds. 

 

Adequately assessing the effectiveness of controls: The Country Office conceded in its risk 
register that the controls identified to mitigate fraud risk were not effective. The audit team 
confirmed that the measures to effectively mitigate risks may not be appropriate or proportionate.  

 
Emerging risks: In a continuously changing environment, regular risk assessments of specific 
interventions, sectors and/or functions are needed to ensure office processes are risk-informed. 
In that regard, the audit team found that the Country Office implemented humanitarian cash 
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transfers without carrying out an activity-specific risk assessment that would adequately address 
all the significant risks such interventions entail.    
 

Security risks management (SRM): The security risks management (SRM) reports issued by 
the UN Department of Safety and Security (UNDSS) identified various security risks. It was not 
clear how risk information included in those reports was integrated in the Mali Country Office risk 
register. For example, the audit team noted that the level of risk for Health and Nutrition related 
to ‘disruption in continuity of health care, reduction of service delivery’ was rated as low. For 
Education, the level of risk for ‘access to education (less registration, dropout) reduced due to 
school closures and pre-defined programme not implemented for children,’ also was rated low in 
the risk register, with no mitigations measures proposed.  

 

While appreciating the Country Office’s risk assessment efforts, OIAI notes that effective risk 
management typically requires adequate coordination, monitoring and oversight of risk 
management activities. This enables the prompt adjustment of the organizational assessment of 
risks or mitigating actions and escalation of issues as needed, thus significantly increasing the 
scope for the achievement of strategic objectives.  

 

AGREE ACTION 7 

 
The Mali Country Office agrees to strengthen its risk management by: 
 
(i) Ensuring that fraud risks and their underlying causes are well formulated and effective 

mitigating actions are identified; 
  

(ii) Tracking risk information related to the programming context and ensuring that related 
risks are adequately reflected in the risk register;  
 

(iii)  Updating the risk register to include new or changing risks and to facilitate monitoring of 
implementation of mitigating actions;  
 

(iv) Training staff so that they have sufficient understanding of their accountabilities and 
responsibilities in risk management. 

 
Staff Responsible: Deputy Representative Operations and Operations Manager for Internal 
Controls 

Implementation Date: June 2023 
 
 

8. Construction contractual terms    Medium 
 
A contractual agreement is a legally binding agreement. If contract terms are not well defined, 
they may not be enforceable and can result in losses of project funds and risk to UNICEF’s 
reputation.  
 



 
 
 
 
 

18 
 

For the period of January 2021 to May 2022, the Mali 
Country Office issued 301 purchase orders 
amounting to US$19.4 million. Construction works 
and services was the highest service material group, 
amounting to US$11.3 million, and including 
rehabilitation of WASH  facilities  in schools located 
in Sikasso, Tombouctou, Gao and Menaka regions. 
The sites were organized in four lots based on 
geographic location. 
 

The audit team reviewed three construction contracts related to WASH construction works related 
to seven lots amounting to US$4.5 million awarded through an open competitive selection process 
and found the following:   
 
Payment terms: In all three contracts, payment terms were not clearly defined and were not 
linked to the percentage of completion of construction services. The invoices submitted by the 
construction company also were defined in terms of percentage and instalment without clear 
linkages to the project requirements and bill of material to be paid at each stage. The lack of clarity 
on the service to be completed at various stages could reduce the Country Office’s ability to certify 
the completion of the construction work in compliance with the terms of the contracts and could 
risk UNICEF paying for activities not yet conducted.    
 
Contract with more than one lot: Two of the three companies were awarded three lots 
amounting to US$ 3.6 million. The audit team noted that payment terms were not defined per lot 
and were not linked to the progress to be achieved per payment. In one instance, the Office paid 
25 per cent of the amount in the contract even though three lots were at various stages of 
completion: 57, 17 and 7 per cent, respective. Not linking specific payment terms for each lot 
reduced the Country Office’s ability to accurately certify  progress. Receiving invoices aligned with 
the terms of payments in the contracts and not to the progress achieved could lead to paying for 
services not received and could pose a risk to UNICEF’s reputation.  
 
The audit team also found the contracts did not always specify the exact location and the name 
of the village or schools where the work was being carried out. This reduced the Country Office’s 
ability to monitor the execution of the project and its compliance with the terms of the contract.  
 
In one construction contract, the deadline was not met due to the inaccessibility of certain areas. 
The contractual deadlines were not going to be met in three locations due to security and technical 
concerns. In one instance, the contractor requested an extension of the contract due to flooding 
and in another instance, the contractor requested an interruption of the contract due to security 
reasons. There was no penalty charged for the delays and there was no indication of how those 
requests and such delays were being managed.   
 

AGREED ACTION 8 
 
The Mali Country Office agrees to ensure that milestones for payments defined in contracts 
are measurable with clear deliverables and invoices received are aligned with the terms of the 
contract and reflect the service provided. 
 
Staff Responsible: Supply Manager 

Implementation Date: March 2023 
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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 
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, 

Major 
Improvement 

Needed 

The assessed governance, risk management or control processes 
needed major 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 
were not adequately established or not functioning well. The 
weaknesses or deficiencies identified could have a severely 
negative impact on the performance of the audited entity, area, 
activity or process.  

 

  

             APPENDIX 
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