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Dr. Aloys Kamuragiye UNICEF Representative for the Eastern Caribbean Area

The COVID-19 pandemic has 
caused an unprecedented 
disruption to education 

globally, with more than 1.57 billion 
students affected by nationwide 
school closures in recent months. 
The pandemic has shone the light 
on deep inequalities in access to 
school, learning outcomes and 
digital connectivity. Half the world’s 
population has no access to the 
internet, including 360 million young 
people who are not online. 6.8 million 
is the estimated number of children 
and youth who will drop out of school 
due to COVID-19. 

Countries are at varying stages in their 

education response to COVID-19. 
Many governments have announced 
their plans on school openings, while 
others have already started opening 
up classrooms. In the last two weeks 
we would have seen millions of 
students return to school. However, 
more than 1 billion schoolchildren 
in more than 130 countries remain 
affected by closures. The Eastern 
Caribbean is no exception, close 
to a half million children and young 
persons were impacted by school 
closures.

Furthermore, even before COVID-19, 
we were already facing a learning 
crisis, with more than half of all 

Keep children in education, 
children and schools are 
not the main drivers of 
the COVID-19 pandemic

10-year-olds in low-to middle-income 
countries unable to read a simple 
story. In fact, one-in-five school-age 
children were not in school, even 
before COVID-19. There was already 
a vast gap between the skills learnt 
in school and the needs of the 
knowledge economy, and this will 
widen further unless addressed. This 
pandemic threatens to turn a crisis 
into a catastrophe, leaving the most 
marginalized children and youth even 
further behind, and undermining 
economic and social development. 
There is also an imminent risk 
that governments will deprioritize 
investments in education, as they 
scramble to respond to COVID-19. 

There is increasing evidence that 
children and schools are not the 
main drivers of the epidemic across 
countries. In fact, there is no known 
evidence on the correlation between 
the rate of disease transmission and 
whether or not schools remain open 
or closed. 

On the other hand, there is 
overwhelming evidence on the negative 
impact of school closures on children’s 
physical and mental health, nutrition, 
safety and learning. Therefore, what we 
are calling for is that schools be among 
the first services to open when the 
safety measures are put into place.

This unprecedented disruption to 
education is a once-in-a-generation 
opportunity to reimagine learning, so 
that every child gains the skills they 
need to succeed in life, school and 
work.

UNICEF is calling on governments to: 
1) Ensure schools are among the first 
public spaces to reopen, after COVID-
19; 2) When schools reopen, they 
should: i) Reach the most vulnerable, 
ii) Improve teaching, to help students 
learn, iii) Meet the holistic needs of 
children and youth, including nutrition, 
mental health and protection; 3) 
Protect and increase education 
budgets, and ensure funding is 
targeted at the most vulnerable. 
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Naraia McClean submited her 
assignment and waited for her teacher 
to grade it. Like many other 11-year-
olds across the Eastern Caribbean, 
it was crunch time as she prepared 
for the much-anticipated secondary 
school entrance examination.

Only this time, it was different for 
Naraia and her classmates. Missing 
were the familiar classrooms, the 
ring of the school bell, the laughter of 
friends and the other scenes which 
enrich her school life. School for the 
Head Girl at the Blackman and Gollop 
Primary School student in Barbados 
was her living room and her writing 
pads were replaced by a tablet.

This situation was faced by almost 
half a million nursery, primary and 
secondary school students across the 

Eastern Caribbean whose education 
had been disrupted by the Covid-19 
pandemic which has touched every 
country in the subregion. Since 
the first confirmed cases of the 
virus in the region in early March, 
governments progressively shut down 
their education sectors as physical 
distancing became the new normal.

In order to ensure that education 
was not placed on hold during these 
uncertain times, the subregion’s 
Ministries of Education rolled out 
online education platforms and 
tooled students and teachers 
to enable virtual education.

“There are some things I prefer to do 
at school. For example, if you see 
something wrong on a worksheet 
you can let your teacher know, 

but if something is wrong with an 
online assignment you can’t talk 
to your teacher immediately. 

“Also, it is harder to communicate 
through the tablet or laptop. For 
example, when we are at school and 
the teacher wants to say something 
to us, she can talk normally but now 
this is disturbed because some 
children do not understand yet how 
to work the online classes,” the 
student says, adding “I understand 
this is what we need to do currently 
to still get our education.”

UNICEF is supporting governments 
across the subregion to ensure that 
children have continued access to 
education. This includes support for 
the delivery of education through 
online platforms and support with 
community level connectivity for 
under privileged children, including 
connectivity and provision of tablets 
to underprivileged children.

The UN children’s agency is also 
providing guidance to Ministries of 
Education for the safe reopening of 
schools and distribution of critical 
hygiene and prevention items for 
use in schools, such as school level 
hygiene kits and the training of school 
principals and teachers on use of 
the kits and preventive practices. 

UNICEF Representative to the Eastern 
Caribbean Dr Aloys Kamuragiye said 
the support to the education sector 
is premised on the determination 
that school closures do not negate 
a child’s right to education.

“UNICEF recommends a number of 
measures be put in place to ensure the 
continuity of learning, including remote 
learning options.  Regardless of level 
and duration of closures, schools must 
ensure uninterrupted access to essential 
services for all children and aspire to 
reach all children with the appropriate 
platform, with due consideration for 
vulnerable groups and children with 
disabilities,” the UNICEF head added. 
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UNICEF supports Eastern 
Caribbean countries to roll 
out online education as 
COVID-19 closes schools



Ph
ot

o:
 @

ZI
Z 

Ra
di

o 
St

.K
itt

s

4

NEWS

“This radio series is so 
informative and needed at this 
time. I listened to most of them 
on 98.1 FM (Barbados) and 
they were really fantastic and 
provide so much information”.

Michelle Harding, a senior civil 
servant in Barbados, is an avid 
radio listener. She’s also passionate 
about looking after the interests of 
children and so became an instant 
fan of “COVID-19: Supporting our 
Children”, which was the theme of 
a six-part radio series presented by 
UNICEF, with the support of USAID. 

“COVID 19 has had a multi-faceted 
impact on the world and some of it 
has been extremely positive, such as 
the radio programme series,” she said, 
adding that the recorded programmes 
would be added to online parenting 

resource she was helping to organize 
for residents in one of the densely-
populated communities in the island.

Michelle was among the 140,000 
listeners tuning into the 10-minute 
programme each week. The 
programme was broadcast on 12 
stations in Anguilla, Antigua and 
Barbuda, Barbados, Dominica, 
Grenada, Montserrat, St Kitts and 
Nevis, St Lucia, St Vincent and the 
Grenadines, Trinidad and Tobago as 
well as Turks and Caicos Islands.

The interactive show was targeted at 
parents, guardians and caregivers of 
preschool to primary aged children 
and the main aim was to ensure 
that their children are protected and 
enabled and supported throughout 
the COVID-19 period. In addition to 
asking questions on air, listeners 

were also encouraged to send 
comments and questions on social 
media channels. Future programmes 
were also designed based on the 
concerns coming from the audiences

Topics covered included: “Can social 
media use get out of control?”, “The 
parent’s dilemma; Your child and 
You- What I can do now that day 
care is closed;” “Child Protection and 
COVID-19; Should I be concerned 
about child abuse;” “When your 
child misbehaves - Positive discipline 
at home;”  and “The Implications 
for the mental health of children 
in the COVID-19 environment”.

Local experts that are in tune with 
the varying situations across were 
featured in the series which was 
produced by Barbadian company 
SFA Communications. 

COVID-19 radio programme on 
children’s issues makes big impact
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From the options she 
found on the online 
psychosocial portal, 

“Ann” (not her real name) 
selected the chat option, 
quickly tapped a few words 
on her phone and sent 
them like a bottle thrown 
on the ocean, hoping that 
out there someone would 
read and maybe answer.

The psychologist on duty 
took a few minutes to 
read the painful words: 
“trapped, loneliness, guilty, 
helpless, untrustworthy”.

“Would you accept that I 
call you? “proposed the 
psychologist. “I’d like to 
know if you are safe”. 

So began a confidential 
counselling session on an 
online mental health and 
psychosocial portal that 
has been set up to deliver 
virtual mental health and 
psychosocial services 
to frontline workers and 
caregivers in the Eastern 
Caribbean as part of the 
COVID-19 response.

The service is funded 
by the US Agency for 
International Development 
(USAID) and organised by 
UNICEF and its partners, 
the Pan American Health 
Organisation (PAHO) and 

the Organization of Eastern 
Caribbean State (OECS).

The platform is being run by 
Eutelmed, an independent 
and multicultural network 
of international healthcare 

professionals providing 
telemedicine. It has been 
helping international 
organisations, NGOs and 
companies in over 50 
languages and cultures 
on implementing well-
being at work and crisis 
management programmes. 

The psychosocial portal 
is proving to be useful 
to Ann and several 
other users who are 
struggling to cope with 
the psychosocial issues 
arising on the job from the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

While we are not privy to 
the strictly confidential 
chat, the psychologist 

shared how ‘Ann’ was 
encouraged: “You can 
talk to me, I’m listening.”

“Where should I start?” 
Ann asks. Domestic 
violence is not an easy 
subject to tackle. 

“You did the right thing,” 
says the virtual counsellor. 
“I hear your pain and I 
believe you. From now 
on, you are not alone. I 
will walk the path with you 
until we figure out a way 
for you to stay safe.”

All aspects of the service 
are anonymous, and as in 
the case of Ann, persons 
must give permission 
to be contacted for 
in-depth counselling.

Dr Aloys Kamuragiye, 
UNICEF Representative 
for the Eastern Caribbean 
Area, said the programme 
was developed because the 
mental health of frontline 
workers, caregivers and 
their children and families  
require tailored support to 
ensure that they are able 
to effectively respond to 
the challenges which have 
emerged in the sub-region 
in the face of COVID-19.

“Online support offers 
flexibility and anonymity in 
the opportunity to buoy the 
emotional health of parents 
and frontline workers who 
must continue the interface 
with children and other 
family members,” he added.

Ann and her virtual 
psychologist ended their 
initial chat by setting up an 
appointment for another 
session. Both voices 
on each side of the line 
knew that the hardest 
step had been taken. 

VIRTUAL MENTAL 
HEALTH AND 
PSYCHOSOCIAL 
SESSIONS OFFERING 
SUPPORT ACROSS THE 
EASTERN CARIBBEAN



6

WHY DOES COVID-19 REQUIRE A CONCERTED 
SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC RESPONSE? 

In March 2020, about 2,300 schools in our region were 
closed with over 400,000 children at home. Many families 
were and are still impacted by unemployment or job 
freezes, exacerbating the conditions for single parent and 
female-headed households in addition to having to support 
continuous learning for those children at home. The social 
impact within the home, during periods of restricted mobility, 
includes an increased incidence of child abuse, neglect and 
gender-based violence. Some of the impacts have hit the 
already most vulnerable households much harder, example 
in terms of their physical well-being, lower income, limited 
essential goods and reduced access to essential services.

In Trinidad and Tobago, an estimated 24,300 in 
migrants from Venezuela, of which approximately 10 
per cent are children, are particularly vulnerable to the 
immediate and secondary impacts of COVID-19, which 
further limit their already low access to social services. 
Misinformation on the spread of COVID-19 can exacerbate 
xenophobia, stigma and discrimination that migrant/
displaced children and their families already face.

WHAT HAS ALREADY BEEN INITIATED 
BY GOVERNMENTS? 

Government leadership and coordination has been key in 
tackling this global pandemic, as demonstrated by many 
countries in the Eastern Caribbean. To date, in response 
to the immediate impacts of COVID-19 many governments 
across the region have announced economic stimulus 
and support packages. It is crucial to consider the 
use of fiscal and monetary policies and boosting 
social protection programmes (i.e. social assistance, 
social insurance and labor market interventions) as 
part of these to ensure that the response mitigates 
social and economic impacts on households. 

For example, the Government of Barbados has introduced 
a BBD 20 million (or USD 10 million) Household Survival 
Programme. This includes an increase of 40 per cent in all 
rates and fees paid by the Welfare Department to its clientele 
that it services on an annual basis and assisting additional 
vulnerable families identified by the Welfare Department 
and the Household Mitigation Unit with BBD 600 monthly. 

Social protection responses are being supported by UNICEF 
in several countries: Starting in May, UNICEF supported the 
scale-up of cash transfers to households in Anguilla (so far 

WHAT DO WE KNOW?

The social and economic impact from COVID-19 and 
response measures severely affects the well-being of 
families, women and children across the 12 countries 
and territories covered by the UNICEF Eastern Caribbean 
Area Office. The Small Island Developing States (SIDS) 
in the Eastern Caribbean have a collective population of 
about 2.3 million people, of which 570,000 are children. 
Children who live in poverty and are vulnerable to poverty 
and various shocks will face the additional burden of 
COVID-19 impacts – considering about one in three 
children across the Eastern Caribbean live in poverty.   

The first confirmed case of COVID-19 in the Eastern 
Caribbean was reported in St. Vincent and the Grenadines 
on 11 March 2020. As of July 30, reported COVID-19 
totalled at 619 (with 464 recovered and 22 deaths) and 
will continue to increase. As immediate measures, many 
of the governments closed their borders and put in place 
movement restrictions, temporarily closed public and 
private schools, restaurants and other establishments, 
impacting local markets and leaving many households 
in an economically stressful situation. Worldwide, many 
countries have used their social protection systems to 
adapt and respond to such shocks, allowing them to 
expand programmes to address these socio-economic 
impacts at household level and stabilize the economy. 

NEWS

Social 
protection 
call to action 
to respond 
to COVID-19
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coverage of the children in the population may 
be larger (i.e. National Insurance Schemes). 

5 Ensure that the development of economic stimulus 
packages translate into mobilization of domestic 
resources and leveraging interventions to address 
the needs of families, including women and children.  

6 Conduct socio-economic secondary impact 
analyses across key sectors and monitoring 
of the impact on households’ and children’s 
wellbeing (e.g. in terms of household income, price 
increases of consumption basket, employment 
and limited access to social services).

7 Operationalize public assistance programmes and/or 
other social protection programs to implement vertical 
and horizontal expansion (similar to the experience 
of Dominica after Hurricane Maria) as part of the 
country’s national response plan. A UNICEF mapping 
of cash and social transfer programmes in the region 
and a costing tool are available to support Ministries 
of Social Development with an estimate of the cost. 

UNICEF and the UN System stand ready to support 
governments across the Eastern Caribbean 
to respond to the above Call to Action. 

including 162 children). In Saint Lucia, funds for top-ups of 
transfers for 463 children with disabilities and in foster care 
are being paid out for three months. Additional households/
children are being registered under the Public Assistance 
Programme. In Montserrat, allowances for most vulnerable 
families with children (228) have been agreed upon with 
UNICEF support, in Turks and Caicos about 190 children.

UNICEF Call to Action to Governments to:

1 Recognize the implication on the well-being of 
children as part of the secondary impact of Covid-19. 

2 Engage actively in cross-sectoral national, 
regional and international fora/discussions, 
with UN and development partners as well as 
the media to explicitly recognize the needs of 
families, and children and women in particular 
when designing economic stimulus packages, 
economic and social interventions.

3 Strengthen social protection systems to be 
shock-responsive for all children as part of 
the national COVID-19 response plan.

4 Use vertical and horizontal expansion of public 
assistance programmes to cover the most vulnerable 
–   or other social protection programmes where 



NEWS

8

and other Government measures 
needed to contain the spread of the 
virus. As a result, MICS field work 
in TCI was suspended temporarily 
to ensure the safety and protection 
of teams and population. COVID-19 
effect was so untimely and sudden, 
that it left the Statistical Office in a 
limbo of what to do next with MICS.

Weeks of discussions and 
research on the possibility of 
using telephone interviewing for 
the remaining households did not 
yield the expected result. The need 
to interview various household 

members, to build the rapport 
with the respondent, and to use 
observations and measurement 
tools (for anthropometry, water and 
salt testing) was too challenging or 
impossible to be conducted with 
quality using virtual means.

But the MICS team did not stop there. 
Understanding that COVID-19 is the 
“new normal” in life and work, and in 
alignment with Government’s gradual 
reopening, the team re-focused 
to adapt the MICS data collection 
processes in full alignment with 
COVID-19 measures. After having 
developed the “MICS data collection 
guidelines during COVID-19”, sourced 
the protective equipment and 
conducted the required training, the 
teams were back in the field to cover 
the remaining households. 

Certainly, MICS data collection during 
COVID-19 is not the same as before. 
According to Mr. Shirlen Forbes, 
the Head of Statistics in TCI, doing 
household data collection for the first 
time during COVID brings a slight 
unease among the field teams, not 
knowing how the respondents would 
react. Surprisingly the households 
have been quite receptive, especially 
since the interviewers are local and 
have not been travelling outside 
their islands. Despite the lack of 
confirmed cases in the community, 
safety procedures such as the 
wearing of masks and maintaining 
the recommended physical distance 
is strictly enforced and a constant 
reminder during MICS, added Mr. 
Shirlen Forbes.

Once again, the TCI teams are 
nearing MICS data collection 
completion. This time the feelings and 
expectations are running even higher. 
Turks and Caicos Islands is still 
going to be the first British Overseas 
Territory to conduct the survey and 
doing that in a way that reached to 
every island and household in the 
sample. COVID-19 will not stop them 
from achieving that. 

Grand Turk: In early March 
2020, the MICS fieldwork 
teams in the Turks and Caicos 

Islands (TCI) were reaching the last 
stage of data collection. Teams 
successfully made it even to the 
most difficult to reach island of Salt 
Cay. Field work was just two-three 
weeks away from completion and 
everyone was thinking about the last 
household to be interview. It seemed 
nothing was between the teams and 
the finish line…

And then came COVID-19, with the 
lockdown, restrictions of movement 

MICS field work team arrived to the island of Salt 
Cay and interviews are about to begin. 

MICS resumes 
in a post COVID-
19 environment
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From left World Food Programme, Head of Office for the Caribbean, Regis 

Chapman. UN Resident Coordinator Didier Trebucq and UNICEF Representative 

Eastern Caribbean Dr Aloys Kamuragiye at the launch of the programme.

The United Nations Office 
for Barbados and OECS 
has launched a US$4.75 

M Joint Programme for Social 
Protection in the Eastern Caribbean 
to expand coverage of social 
protection during times of crisis, 
including tropical storms and 
hurricanes, while enhancing 
resilience to future health-related, 
economic and climate shocks. 

The initiative entitled: “Universal 
Adaptive Social Protection 
to Enhance Resilience and 
Acceleration of the Sustainable 
Development Goals in the 
Eastern Caribbean, was officially 
launched on Friday, May 29, 
by United Nations Resident 
Coordinator, Didier Trebucq 
and the UN Sub-regional team 
for Barbados and the OECS. 

The two-year pilot is the first Joint 
SDG Fund- supported initiative to 
be implemented in the region and 
entails collaboration between five 
UN agencies, the governments of 
Barbados and Saint Lucia and the 
Organisation of Eastern Caribbean 
States (OECS) Commission.       

Addressing an online audience, 
Trebucq said despite governments’ 
best intentions to “leave no one 
behind”, many persons in the 
Caribbean were experiencing 

a “new normal” that included 
unexpected job losses, the inability 
to access social services and even 
failure to feed their families, which 
threaten the region’s long-term 
development, and also erode gains 
countries have made towards 
the achievement of the SDGs. 

He added that while regional 
investments in social protection had 
reaped significant development 
gains over the years, recurrent 
climate and socio-economic 

threats, exacerbated by the COVID-
19 crisis, demands a response 
beyond “traditional approaches.”  

The UN head noted that 
inequalities and gaps in social 
protection must be addressed 
while mitigating the risks from 
the 2020 hurricane season.

“It is about bridging the gap 
between traditional social protection 
and disaster risk management by 
introducing innovative approaches, 
with a view to contribute to 
accelerating progress towards the 
SDGs. It is about how we reach 
those people most in need during 
times of crisis,” he maintained. 

Over the long-term, the joint initiative 
will strengthen social protection 
systems in Barbados and Saint 
Lucia, through innovative and 
evidence-based management and 
operational tools, and policy support. 
The intention is to replicate this 
model across the Eastern Caribbean 
in partnership with the OECS and, 
more specifically, through the 
development of an adaptive/ shock-
responsive Social Protection Strategy 
and Implementation Framework.  

UN launches 
US$4.75 million 
social protection 
programme 
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You came just in the middle of 
everything I was looking forward 
to. You made a mockery of my plans, 
put a toll on my mental health, took the 
last 2 months of my university life, erased 
my goals that were in progress. You 
said goodbye on my behalf, as if I asked 
you to. But I am but a grain in the larger 
bag of sand. You have taken lives, left 
hundreds of thousands ailing from your 
crippling touch. You compromised entire 
nations: Health care, Food Security, 
Job Market, Economic Prosperity, Small 
Business and so many other resources. 
You decided who to put on the frontline 
as if they do not have lives of their own. 
You shut us down in such a dynamic 
way, it is unfathomable. The year started 
with so much already from increasing 
forest fires in Australia to an imminent 
world war and we really grabbed on to 
hope. Who would have thoughhtttt?

Regrettably, our world is enveloped 
by innumerable instances of human 
suffering, from hunger to abuse to 
discrimination to the devastation 
of the climate emergency. All 
too often, these problems seem 
intractable because those solving 
them rely upon old methodologies 
when new paradigms better fit. Young 
people, however, are uniquely placed 
to bring fresh perspective to existing 
challenges. By facilitating youth 
participation in decision-making, young 
people can both help to solve present 
difficulties while being equipped 
with the skills needed for their future 
roles as leaders. Youth participation 
today, therefore, solves the problems, 
both of the present and the future.

Khrystal Walcott Khaleel Kothdiwala Priyanka Lalla

The right to safety and protection 
for children is something I would 
like to see addressed. We don’t see 
enough of this in Trinidad and Tobago. 
It is a right that ensures children have 
the safety to go to school without having 
a police officer standing outside of the 
school. It ensures that they have the 
freedom to play with their friends in the 
neighbourhood without feeling scared or 
that something violent may come their 
way. It affects the children in Trinidad 
and Tobago tremendously. Solving this 
issue in any way or form will really help 
the growth of children in the country. 



Stephanie  
 Bishop 

Monitoring and
Evaluation Officer
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Q: HOW LONG HAVE YOU BEEN WORKING WITH UNICEF?
This past June I celebrated my 3rd year with UNICEF.

Q: BEFORE JOINING UNICEF, DID YOU 
EVER SEE YOURSELF WORKING HERE 
OR ANOTHER UN AGENCY?
I didn’t see myself working within the UN, but I always 
envisioned a career in international development.

Q: TELL US ONE OF YOUR PROUDEST 
MOMENTS DURING YOUR TIME HERE
Some of my proudest moments came whenever 
I had the opportunity to serve others. Two that 
resonate with me were my tenure as Chairperson 
of the Staff Association, and my fieldwork during 
a mission to Dominica post Hurricane Maria. On 
both occasions, I had a chance to contribute 
in a manner that would benefit others.

Q: HOW HAS THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC 
IMPACTED YOUR WORK FOR UNICEF? 
I think it has forced me to manage my work assignments 
in an unconventional way. I have been able to continue 
my work, mostly uninterrupted, remotely and in 
some cases with greater productivity. However, 
my son is also homeschooling during this time, so 
I’ve had to learn to balance my work priorities and 
parental responsibilities. It’s a work in progress!

Q: IF YOU COULD ONLY USE SENTENCE, HOW 
WOULD YOU DESCRIBE STEPHANIE BISHOP?
A mixture of sunshine and rain.

Q: TELL US ONE THING ABOUT YOU THAT PEOPLE 
ARE ALWAYS SURPRISED TO FIND OUT 
I think people are always surprised that I speak 
Kiswahili (almost fluent!) and that I’m inherently shy.
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