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Reflection on two years in the country: UNICEF Representative in          

Azerbaijan Edward Carwardine  

Exclusive breastfeeding for the first six months of life provides the best possible start 

for children. 

Baku, 28 June 2018. Time pass-
es so quickly – it is almost two 
years since I arrived in Baku, ex-
cited to be in a new environment, 
but aware that I was coming into 
an unfamiliar context. Looking 
back now, I certainly feel more 
confidence – not necessarily in 
myself (I have failed terribly to 
learn the Azerbaijani language, 
and my attempts at making pomi-
dor çığırtması, Azerbaijan’s fa-
mous tomato and egg breakfast 
dish, have not been very suc-
cessful) - but I certainly feel confi-
dence  

in the direction that Azer-
baijan is taking for its chil-
dren. Why? Because over 
the last two years I have 
met some truly inspira-
tional children, young 
people and families - 
each one of them repre-
senting the ‘human gold’ 
that President Ilham Ali-
yev himself has recog-
nized as the key to Azer-
baijan’s development. 
While much of UNICEF’s 
work here focuses on im-
proving policies for chil-
dren, strengthening  

technical capacity and knowledge 
amongst those who work with 
and care for children, all our ef-
forts inevitably touch something 
very tangible … real children, liv-
ing real lives. I have sat in class-
rooms where children with and 
without disabilities learn together, 
and seen the determination of 
pupils and teachers to break 
down the stigma and social ex-
clusion associated with disability. 
That’s human gold. 

 

Continued on page 4 
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UNICEF together with the Ministry of Education 
jointly undertook a comprehensive study on 
knowledge, attitudes, and practices towards 
children with disabilities in Azerbaijan as part of 
efforts to include children with disabilities in 
mainstream education. The study covered more 
than six districts of Azerbaijan and was 
implemented by a joint team of international and 
national experts. 

UNICEF organized a workshop to present key 
findings and recommendations to partners. 
Findings revealed that understanding of disability 
as a concept is very weak in society; at the same 
time most people believe children with disabilities 
will learn more and increase their social skills in 
mainstream schools.  

New study to address problems that children with 

disabilities face in society 

Parents see impact of Early Childhood Develop-

ment programme in districts 

Special event at Parliament celebrates 

International Children’s Protection Day on June 1 

On June 1 International Children’s Protection Day 
UNICEF jointly with the partners from the 
Parliament of Azerbaijan (Milli Mejlis) and the State 
Committee for Family, Women and Children Affairs 
participated in a round table discussion with 
children and adolescents dedicated to the 1 June 
International Children’s Protection Day. Children 
and adolescents used this opportunity to talk about 
issues concerning them, such as violence against 
children, education, youth participation and 
employment.  

“It’s important that the state guarantee equal rights 
for boys and girls, whether in sport or in the lives of 
their communities,” said Chingiz Garayev, 17.  

Another important issue raised by young 
participants was inclusion of children with 
disabilities in mainstream society and education 
system. 

For the video  please click here. 

“#Girls Can” is powerful message of new         

campaign with UNICEF and AFFA 

UNICEF has joined up with the Azerbaijan 
Association of Football Federations (AFFA), the 
governing body for soccer in the country, to say 
#GirlsCan in a powerful campaign launched in 
March. The latest video produced for the campaign 
in July features Reyhan, the first Azerbaijani 
woman to be listed in “Forbes 30 under 30” for her 
Rainergy project. In the video, Reyhan, 15, talks 
about her three motivations for success and the 
importance of girls` empowerment.  

UNICEF and AFFA continue to promote girls` 
empowerment with a series of videos focusing on 
women role models from different spheres. The 
campaign will culminate in a public sporting event 
on the International Day of the Girl Child on 16 
October.  

Parents of children taking part in the pilot Early 
Childhood Development programme supported by 
UNICEF and the Ministry of Education are already 
seeing an impact on their children, based on 
feedback from mothers in Abantan in Salyan 
District who were visited by UNICEF 
Representative Edward Carwardine in June. Some 
of the immediate effects cited by the parents 
included improved language and social skills and 
better adaptability of children to a different 
environment. Moreover, children learn trust and 
independence in the Early Learning Centres. 

Arbantan village is hosting one of 50 early 
education centres under the joint programme, 
through which 3-4 years old children and the 
parents work closely with the teachers to 
strengthen the social and intellectual development 
of children.  

New programme to offer legal counselling to youth 

and parents at the Binagadi Youth House 

The Binagadi Youth House, one of two pilot venues 
for the joint Government-UN Youth Houses 
initiative has started providing legal counselling to 
youth and their parents.  

The main objective of the activity supported by 
UNICEF and the Ministry of Youth and Sports is to 
make sure young people and their caregivers are 
aware of their rights and how they can access 
relevant support and assistance. Some of the legal 
issues being addressed by the programme include 
guidance on writing legal documents and 
applications, legal counselling on criminal and 
administrative cases, on labour rights, on marriage 
breakdown, obtaining ID and birth certificate, 
adoption and guardianship issues, inheritance and 
property rights.  

https://youtu.be/SpKRlhrh8-A
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In July, jointly with the State Committee for Family 
Women and Children’s Affairs and local Executive 
Authorities, UNICEF supported social work 
services for children living or at risk of living or 
working in the streets in Gazakh and Agstafa 
districts. 100 children from 60 families benefited 
from professional social work services. 
Identification of vulnerabilities, elaboration of 
development plans, referrals of cases to relevant 
entities and follow-ups are the key interventions. 

Separately, in August, training for national trainers 
on specialized juvenile justice practices took place, 
focusing on international standards and 
methodologies for a child friendly approach and 
practice in juvenile justice systems. As a result of 
the training, specialized juvenile justice teams in 
Ganja, Shaki and Lenkoran including judges, 
prosecutors, police, and lawyers will now be 
established. 

UNICEF supports social work services for street 

children and child friendly approaches in                 

juvenile justice system 

Training for teachers and community leaders to 

assure quality of early learning programme 

Safe water for every child 

When children have access to safe water, soap 
and toilets, they are more likely to stay healthy and 
stay in school. As part of its water, sanitation and 
hygiene programme, UNICEF in Azerbaijan 
supported refurbishment of schools in Guba and 
four schools in Masally, using funds received from 
the Wilo Foundation that supports projects in the 
field of youth, education and science. In some 
schools, work includes construction and major 
repair of toilets and plumbing systems and 
installation of basins and water tanks. Training 
modules and materials for school management, 
parents and Water, Sanitation and Hygience club 
members have also been developed. 

In May-June, jointly with the Ministry of Education, 
a series of training sessions for teachers and 
community leaders on providing an early learning 
programme for 3-4 year olds was held in 50 
communities across the country. As part of the 
initiative, parents of nearly 1,000 children aged 3-4 
years who don’t attend schools have been 
supported.  

As part of the School Readiness programme, 
aimed at improving quality of education, new e-
learning materials for teacher trainings were 
produced. 
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I have talked to young teenagers living close to 
conflict-affected areas of the country – young peo-
ple who have experienced first-hand the fear and 
stress that conflict inflicts – and seen them de-
signing better services and facilities to make a 
lasting contribution to their own communities. 
That’s human gold. 

I have met parents of children taking part in their 
first school preparedness lessons, and heard 
them talk with excitement of their children now 
coming home after classes full of questions and 
ideas to share, bonding better with other children, 
demonstrating an appetite for learning that their 
parents actively encourage. That’s human gold. 

And I have stood alongside parents and coaches 
of young disabled athletes and seen the unshake-
able pride in their eyes as they talk about those 
youngsters’ achievements. That pride has left me 
humbled by the simple message it conveys – ‘look 
at our children’s abilities, and do not be distracted 
by their disabilities.’ That’s human gold. 

Azerbaijan’s children and young people represent 
the country’s most valuable assets. And with the 
right investment and right opportunities, that hu-
man gold will deliver dividends that will improve 
the lives of future generations – through improved 
health and productivity, better education, reduced 
dependency, increased educational attainment 
and strengthened social cohesion. 

But I have also met those Azerbaijanis for whom 
life is still a struggle. Such as the family of six with 
a disabled father and out-of-work mother, trying to 
make it through every difficult day in a two-room 
apartment. And the single mother, abandoned by 
her husband, who felt so ashamed to appear in 
her own community that she and her children had 
withdrawn into a relative’s home, becoming in-
creasingly isolated. And the teenagers who 
through a combination of poverty and poor choic-
es had suffered terrible abuses and exploitation at 
the hands of adults. 

The measure of a successful nation is how well it 
creates a fair chance for those who face such 
struggles, and have yet to experience success 
themselves. 

In Azerbaijan, there are children and young peo-
ple who need our support to have the fairest 
start to life. The child with a disability still being 
educated at home, isolated from friends. The 
unborn girl who – simply because her parents 
know the fetus is a girl – never makes it from the 
womb alive. The young man who commits a pet-
ty crime, drops out of school and is thus more 
likely to continue to engage in crime to survive. 
Even the new-born baby, whose physical and 
intellectual development is already under threat 
because its mother doesn’t know about the im-
portance of feeding her infant anything but 
breastmilk for the first six months. 

But these are the challenges that we are going 
to address, through our joint efforts with the gov-
ernment, the Parliament, the local district author-
ities, the private sector and the non-government 
and civil society networks across Azerbaijan. 

And I am confident that we will overcome these 

challenges. Because over the last two years, in 
every child, every young person, every parent, 
every health worker, every teacher, every youth 
worker, every judge, every legal aid adviser, 
every sports coach, every Head of District or 
State Agency, every Member of Parliament, and 
every government Minister I have met, I have 
encountered the same deeply-rooted belief  - 
that if, together, we tackle the social barriers pre-
venting every child from having the best possible 
start to life, Azerbaijan will continue to grow and 
prosper.  

I am looking forward to seeing what more we 
can achieve in the years ahead. Who knows, I 
may even make a decent pomidor çığırtması as 
well. 
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Highlight 
UNICEF celebrates Global Breastfeeding Week in August with Active Moms Club members in a video 

series featuring the stories of breastfeeding moms. 

 

For the videos please click here. 

 

Breastfeeding is the founda-

tion of life, and mothers 

need support to give the 

best possible start in life to 

their children.  Breastfeeding gives 

babies all the nutrition they need in 

their first six months of life.   

 
“Elvin is my first, and I am learning 
motherhood with him. I decided that I will 
breastfeed my child before he was born 
because breastfeeding is important both for 
the immunity of the child and mother’s 
health.”  

“With my third child I am very optimistic 
about breastfeeding and plan to continue 
this until my baby is at least 1 year old. If 
you ask me what’s the best thing a mother 
can give to her baby, I say it’s breast milk. 

“It’s my third child and I am more and more 
sure about how breastfeeding is useful for a 
baby and the mother. It creates a different 
kind of connection between the mother and 
the baby that lasts forever.” 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wt8aTm_RNow&list=PL5oCrBYGbbEiBjIzBfr-D28zd2GzZw34j
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New skills for a new generation in Azerbaijan 
Youth Houses offer course in basic life skills for young people in order to better equip 

them to make real and meaningful impact in our fast-changing world 

Continued on page 7 

In a rapidly changing world, young people expect an 
education system that can support learning and 
development for the modern age. The Government of 
Azerbaijan has recognised the need to cater to a more 
contemporary set of skills and has initiated a 
programme to revitalise the national network of Youth 
Houses it initiated ten years ago.  

Youth Houses are currently not the first place for 
young people to seek new skills – so the programme`s 
aim is to reverse this trend by modernising the existing 
system. Youth House is a fixed location in each district 
that should, in practice offer some psychological, legal 
and information support services to young people, in 
addition to providing space for their leisure time.  

The Basic Life Skills course was developed with an 
understanding of the challenges young people face in 
Azerbaijan. So far, under a pilot programme, the 16-
week course is being taught at two Youth Houses and 
is receiving a positive response from participants. “This 
training course has taught me the importance of 
finding a job I will really enjoy doing and also to enjoy 
every moment of my life,” said Gulchin Mahmudlu, one 
of 12 students who took the course during its testing 
phase. 

In 2016, 12 of 39 Youth Houses were put under the 
supervision of the Ministry of Youth and Sport. 
UNICEF supported the view of an extensive survey 
across 6 districts that the Youth Houses were effective 
in providing facilities and services relevant to the 
young people living in those areas.  

Aida Ailarova, Youth and Adolescent Development 
Specialist at UNICEF Azerbaijan, explains how 
developing meaningful services required collaborative 
thinking. “This is a Government and the United Nations 
joint initiative that aims to revitalise the Youth House 
programme through the delivery of an integrated 
package of services in the heart of the community – 
we realised that if we were to meet the expectations of 
young people, different agencies had to come together 
and provide a more seamless package of support, in 
one place, that maximized the expertise of different 

organizations.” 

 

Under the overall leadership of the Ministry of Youth & 
Sport, coordination of inputs to the new Youth House 
programme has been driven by UNICEF which has 
engaged the interest and commitment of six other UN 
agencies to supporting the redevelopment.  Focus 
areas for the agencies’ inputs include personal 
development, employability, adolescent health and 
legal and psychological counselling. “The initiative is 
based on a 5-pillar adolescent development approach, 
covering Health and Wellbeing, Education and 
Learning, Protection, Youth Participation and 
Engagement, and Employment,” Ailarova explains.  

At the heart of the new package is the Basic Life Skills 
course, under the Education and Learning pillar. The 
course is being trialled in two Youth Houses, one in the 
capital Baku’s suburb of Binagadi and the other in the 
north-western city of Mingachevir. The course covers 
two age groups: 12 to 16 and 17 to 25 years old. The 
engagement and response from the students has been 
very encouraging.  

Michelle May, UNICEF International Expert, helped to 
develop the course, including its materials and 
methodology. “My focus was to get as much input as 
possible from a diverse spectrum of Azerbaijani youth, 
so to assure it was culturally appropriate in a variety of 
settings,” said May.  From her extensive travels and 
research in Azerbaijan, she has gained an insight into 
what should be included in the course: “I asked about 
the challenges young people face and what skills they 
thought might help them tackle those challenges. I 
then pitched a series of topics, content and styles to 
them, to gauge their response and interest level. Once 
I understood what the majority were interested in, I 
created a first draft.”  

By Elaine Holder 

 This training course has taught me the 

importance of finding a job  I will really 

enjoy doing and also to enjoy every 

moment of my life.  
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The course material was later reviewed by a wide 
range of audiences – some staff for the Ministry of 
Youth and Sport even said they were interested in 
taking the course themselves.  

Field testing of the Basic Life Skills course began in
 

February at both pilot Youth Houses. Each session is 
90 minutes long, and each week covers one of the 16 
core skills. These are divided into three main topics - 
self-awareness, interpersonal skills and thinking skills. 
“We want to ensure Youth Houses are educating 
young people in a way which provides them with 
transferable skills and helps them to navigate to 
adulthood,” Ailarova explains.    

The next day he addressed the matter by arranging to 
meet this friend and he resolved the issue face to face. 
Mammadova sums up the session by saying “There is 
always something to be learned. Every experience can 
be seen as a life lesson.” 

The students were overwhelmingly positive about the 
course, stating it had exceeded expectations. “I 
expected it to be very theoretical, but it’s much more 
practical. The practical nature has allowed us to learn 
more and also demonstrated how we can apply what 
we learn to real life.” says Asmet Ibrahimzade.  

As the trial period for the Basic Life Skills course 
comes to an end and the final recommendations are 
made, Michelle May reflects on what she observed 
during her final visit.  

“I see these young people excited to have the 
opportunity to learn about topics that are traditionally 
not covered in formal academic settings. Many said 
that it was the first time they had been asked their 
opinion on non-academic topics.” 

Based on May’s observations, the course has given 
the students an opportunity to discuss and debate a 
variety of issues that some would deem difficult to talk 
about in their daily lives.  

The remaining ten Youth Houses will begin teaching 
the Basic Life Skills course in 2019 and UNICEF has 
already been contacted by other organisations 
interested in using it, including the Association of 
Football Federations of Azerbaijan which wants to 
teach the Basic Life Skills syllabus at the Football 
Academy to help build confidence in its female youth 
team. 

Every time you think about doing some-

thing there will be negative points and 

positive points, but you have to transfer 

the negative into the positive. 

Youth facilitators were selected from the Youth Houses 
for training seminars with UNICEF. As Michelle May 
explains: “We spent significant time with role play ac-
tivities. During those role plays, facilitators received 
immediate and constructive feedback to develop their 
facilitation skills and improve their understanding of the 
course content.” During the training course, the facilita-
tors received course material, scripts and lesson plans 
to assist with delivering the course in a youth-focused 
manner. 

During the third session entitled ‘Shifting from negative 
to positive’ held at a Youth House in the 7th Micro Re-
gion of Baku, youth facilitator Mahmud Mammadova 
and his 12 students discussed how to focus on the 
positive.  

“Every time you think about doing something there will 
be negative points and positive points, but you have to 
transfer the negative into the positive,” Mammadova 
explains to his students. He begins a short exercise 
saying “I will now read some scenarios and you can 
tell me what you think. ‘You fail your exams! What do 
you do?’”  

One student replies “You will be criticised by your par-
ents.” The room then erupts into a hum of chatter as 
the student discuss this dilemma amongst each other. 
“I would keep trying until I pass,” says another student. 

Mammadova nods and says “Failure is an experience, 
face the failure and then you can let it go.”   A discus-
sion about friendship follows, with one student explain-
ing how he offended a good friend with something he 
wrote in a message.  

 


