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Update on the context and situation of children

Guinea-Bissau is classified as a low-income country, with a Gross National Income per capita of USD 
1,025. The country ranks 19th on the list of most fragile countries plagued by politicization, continuing 
political volatility, and deficient public services. Guinea-Bissau is also in the group of 39 countries 
designated as Small Island Developing States and, as such, suffers from limited capacity to raise 
domestic resources, high energy and transport costs, and high vulnerability to climate variability, 
weather events and sea level rises.

2020 started with a post-electoral deadlock which plunged the country into another political crisis that 
dragged on until August. As a result, major stakeholders, including the international community and 
the UN System, have faced difficulties interacting with the government and constraints in supporting 
development work.

The onset of the COVID-19 pandemic coincided with the cashew campaign season – the main source 
of revenue for the State. The value of Guinea Bissau’s exports plummeted due to a reduction in the 
global demand. This situation, combined with COVID-19 lockdown measures, has adversely affected 
poor families and hindered children’s access to basic social services.

The launch of the 2018-2019 Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey (MICS) was a milestone in providing 
data and evidence for children and adolescents. The MICS shows that during the past few years, 
despite Guinea-Bissau’s difficult social and political situation, some progress has been made in key 
areas for children, among others, breastfeeding and under five mortality rates, especially neonatal 
mortality. The net primary school attendance rate has increased and significant progress has also been 
made in the birth registration rate, which has increased from 24 per cent in 2014 to 46 per cent for 
children under five and from 11 per cent (2014) to 36 per cent for children under twelve months old, 
overtaking the office’s Country Programme Document (CPD) and regional key results for children 
(KRC) targets on birth registration.

However, the MICS also finds that immunization rates have suffered setbacks and the malnutrition 
rates for children under-five have stagnated. With respect to child protection, the survey shows a 
resurgence in child marriage in the youngest cohorts and a worrying rise in female genital mutilation 
(FGM), in addition to little change in attitudes towards violence against women.

Major contributions and drivers of results

Page 2  of  11

Page 2  of  11



Every child survives and thrives

In 2020, UNICEF interventions focused on supporting the Ministry of Health (MoH) to respond to the 
COVID-19 pandemic while ensuring the continuity of services for immunization, nutrition and HIV 
and AIDS. 

UNICEF Guinea-Bissau continued to support community-based interventions and the active 
participation of 2,766 Community health workers (CHWs) in preventive and curative interventions in 
all regions of the country. Due to the COVID-19 lock down measures, the country, for the first time, 
experienced depleted stocks of community health medicines between March and October 2020. 
Despite these constraints, 77 per cent of targeted households were visited at least once a month by 
CHWs. Messages on COVID-19 prevention were disseminated to families and 67,839 children below 
5 years of age (out of 83,362 children visited) benefited from nutrition screening using the mid-upper 
arm circumference method. 

Efforts were undertaken to maintain the results for immunization (KRC1), a key priority for the 
country office (CO) and one of the areas most affected by the COVID-19 pandemic. Administrative 
data reveals that immunization coverage dropped drastically during the year. Only 3 of the 11 health 
regions (8 in 2019), achieved Penta3 coverage above the target of 80 per cent. The national 
DPT3/Penta3 coverage fell to 76 per cent (compared to 82 per cent in 2019), below the country's target 
of 85 per cent. The proportion of fully vaccinated children for the reporting period was 69 per cent, one 
point below the 2019 rate, and far from the established annual target of 85 per cent.

The CO continued to support the national nutrition programme to reduce stunting (KRC2). Despite 
COVID-19, 802 new admissions were registered from January to September 2020. 436 children were 
discharged from the nutrition programme: 366 out of 436 children were discharged as cured; 45 
children out of 436 as default; 23 out of 436 children died and 4.9 per cent of children did not respond 
to the treatment. Trends in the period of reporting continue to show that at national level, more girls 
(59 per cent) than boys (41 per cent) were among the newly admitted.

With respect to HIV and AIDS, Guinea-Bissau is still far from reaching the elimination threshold for 
mother-to-child transmission (eMTCT) of HIV. Therefore, UNICEF continued to prioritize service 
delivery for quality prevention of mother-to-child transmission (PMTCT), paediatric AIDS and 
adolescent health in support provided to the National AIDS Programme. A slight increase in PMTCT 
coverage rate has been observed, with 39.5 per cent (825/2086) of pregnant women enrolled in 
Antiretroviral (ART) treatment regime compared to 35 per cent last year. In 2020, there was also an 
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increase in the number of ART centres providing paediatric AIDS service delivery, 70 versus 45 in 
2019. As a result, the number of children enrolled in ART programmes has doubled, 1,158 compared 
to 706 last year and 347 in 2018.

Every child learns

A major milestone in 2020 was the evaluation of the education sector, Joint Sector Review (JSR), 
initiated by the Government to assess the extent to which the objectives of the Education Sector Plan 
(ESP) and the three-year budgeted Plan (TPB) have been met and to propose a restructuring for the 
TPB. The JSR was also a pre-requisite for submitting a proposal to the Global Partnership for 
Education (GPE) for supplementary funding. 

Despite the closure of schools from March to September 2020, UNICEF continued to support the 
Ministry of Education (MoE), working closely with education partners, to ensure a harmonized 
response for the continuity of the learning process. UNICEF support for the response to COVID-19 
enabled the MoE to adopt a budgeted Education Sector Contingency Plan outlining the key 
interventions and supplies needed to ensure the safe reopening and functioning of schools during the 
pandemic. With the support of UNICEF, the Government secured a grant from the GPE of USD 3.5 
million to fund various components of the education contingency plan. 

 

In support of the continuity of learning during school closure, UNICEF invested in the production and 
broadcasting of radio lessons, working in partnership with the Child Radio Foundation. The 216 
lessons from series 1 – “Ready to Learn”, and series 2 - “Learning Together”, produced by the 
foundation, were translated and adapted to the Bissau-Guinean context and benefited more than 
300,000 children, in and out of school, and their parents.  

In line with the results of KRC3 (access to education), and as defined by the CO’s Annual 
Management Plan, UNICEF also supported the development of videos and audios for children at pre-
school level and the first cycle of basic education. Some 154,473 children benefited from the first 
broadcasting phase on the country's national radio and television. Furthermore, UNICEF trained nearly 
7,500 school stakeholders on hygiene, water and basic sanitation matters and distributed key-
documents, tools and equipment to partners, enabling a safe reopening of schools in October 2020. 
UNICEF also used its role as Coordinating Agency for the education sector to advance results on 
KRC3. UNICEF supported MoE to develop an Accelerated Learning Programme as a strategy to 
ensure access to an alternative to primary education for children and adolescents who either never went 
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to school or have not been able to complete a significant portion of their schooling.  

Emphasis was also placed on KRC4 (learning outcomes). Thus, UNICEF provided technical leadership 
for the Pre-School Partners Education sub-group to define national pre-school education guidelines 
including responses to the COVID-19 pandemic. Key documents such as “talking with young children 
about coronavirus”, “parents and preschool teachers guide to COVID-19” and “practical guidelines on 
sanitization of preschool services” were distributed to MoE and partners from civil society.   

UNICEF conducted an evaluation of the Child Friendly School (CFS) initiative. The evaluation, which 
started in 2019, provided information on the extent to which improvements in the learning environment 
translate into gains in the quality of teaching and learning. UNICEF ably seized the implementation of 
the recommendations to successfully advocate for the integration of the National Quality Standards 
(NQS) module developed by MoE into the training of COVID-19 operational teams in schools.  

UNICEF advocacy efforts for inclusive education yielded important results, particularly for out-of-
school children and children with disabilities. Positive steps forward were achieved with the creation of 
the General Directorate for Inclusive Education through Decree No. 91/220, the development and 
finalization of a series of inclusive education modules and tools expected to be used as a reference and 
adopted by all partners. 

Every child is protected from violence and exploitation

During 2020, UNICEF continued to lead efforts to promote and support birth registration (BR) in 
Guinea-Bissau and contributed to the regional priorities on birth registration (KRC7). The CO 
successfully mobilized UNHCR, UNDP, NGOs to enhance the civil registration (CR) system and, in 
particular, the interoperability with the health system, community mobilization and data collection. 

In 2020, thanks to UNICEF-supported interventions, 28,768 children were registered by civil 
registration services equipped with improved working conditions to prevent COVID-19 contamination. 
Distribution of personal protective equipment (PPE) material and other hygienic items in all 55 CR 
services nationwide was followed by social mobilization for safe access to the services. While BR 
registry offices shut down for several months due to the COVID-19 pandemic, registration services at 
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health facilities continued uninterrupted, thanks to UNICEF’s support. As a result, 9,799 children (0-7 
years) were registered in health facilities. In addition, UNICEF supported the setting up of two new 
offices, which started operating in areas of the country where CR services were until now not 
available, increasing to 27 the total number of fully operational units.

UNICEF teamed up with UNCHR and ably mobilized CSOs to promote universal birth registration 
and BR initiatives in vulnerable communities, benefitting 1,856 children (0-5 years) living in remote 
areas with no civil registry services. The Government’s engagement and participation in the 
AU/UNICEF “No Name Campaign” coupled with UNICEF’s ongoing advocacy for BR, generated 
renewed commitment to achieving universal birth registration. 

In response to the challenges posed by the COVID-19 pandemic in accessing child protection services, 
UNICEF joined forces with IOM, UNHCR, UNFPA and Plan international to strengthen coordination 
between child protection stakeholders and enhance their capacity to continue delivering services in this 
environment. An emergency plan, which included a mixture of child protection interventions, was 
developed in coordination with the Ministry of Woman, Family and Social Protection (MWFSP). The 
plan, which is being implemented at a decentralized level, has facilitated access to child protection 
services for 479 children, victims of violence. In addition, 240 adolescent girls, survivors of child 
marriage and violence (living in shelters and residential care institutions), participated in activities to 
increase their awareness of COVID-19, violence prevention and referral mechanisms, in addition to 
receiving dignity kits for COVID-19 prevention. UNICEF also provided technical support to MoH and 
MWFSP to enhance the work of social workers and raise public awareness on the critical role they 
play in times of crisis. As a result of this effort, 140 children infected by COVID-19, as well as 
members of their families, benefitted from psychological support provided by social workers trained 
on case management and remote coping methodology. 

Every child lives in a safe and clean environment

 

In 2020, UNICEF continued to prioritize the key result for children to end open defecation (KRC8) 
and improve equitable access to water and hygiene, an area which gained importance with the onset of 
the COVID-19 pandemic. Partners of the Water, Sanitation and Hygiene (WASH) sector were quick to 
engage in infection prevention and control (IPC) activities reaching 1,000 communities and benefitting 
385,000 people. Staff in 1,500 schools (out of around 2,000 schools nationally) were trained in IPC to 
prepare for the reopening of schools. As a low-cost option adapted to the context of the pandemic, 
UNICEF successfully developed a foot-operated handwashing station that was installed in the UN 
house and in 43 health centres across the country. Training for cleaning and maintenance was done 
through the UNICEF/WHO developed WASH-fit tool, assessing structures within the health centres 
and assigning roles and responsibilities to the different staff therein. 
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The MICS reveals a decrease in basic water coverage with 69 per cent of households compared to 75 
per cent in 2014. Worrying results with respect to routine water shows that 55 per cent of tested water-
points and 82 per cent of available drinking water at a household level, contain faecal coliforms, a 
consequence of the chronic lack of investment in the sector. UNICEF has responded to the poor 
sanitary conditions of open wells, combined with the improper transport and household storage, by 
means of the Water Safety planning programme. The programme is a continuation for communities 
that have already achieved Open Defecation Free status and utilizes faecal coliform tests to visually 
trigger communities to take action and improve their water supply through pump repairs or household 
storage and treatment. The water safety planning also links into the office sanitation marketing strategy 
and the sale of water filters. 105 Communities benefitted from the programme during the year. 

As part of the CO’s efforts to achieve results in KRC8, an additional 286 villages were triggered to 
abandon the practice of open defecation and construct their own latrines. Sanitation marketing 
continued during the year with the roll out of the popular self-closing Lixl pans. 

The Joint Monitoring Programme (JMP) data for WASH in schools and WASH in health centres 
showed very dire results in schools, with over 20 per cent of schools having no accessible water, but a 
more positive outlook in health centres following the UNICEF extensive WASH rehabilitations in 
previous years. Following extensive child and adolescent consultations, new designs of girl-friendly 
and inclusive latrines were implemented in 6 additional schools with special youth hangouts also 
constructed. In addition, the WASH programme continued to give a special emphasis to discussions of 
menstrual hygiene management, sexuality education, puberty and respect with the adolescent 
population through tools developed by partners with technical support from the office. 

Every child has an equitable chance in life

     

Improving data, evidence and knowledge about  children was at the centre of the UNICEF 
interventions on social inclusion in  2020. UNICEF supported the provision of disaggregated national 
household  survey data on child-focused Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) with the  release of 
the 6th round of MICS, the only national survey that produces  updated socio-demographic indicators 
about children and women. While the MICS  report shows some improvement in certain SDG 
indicators, the report suggests  that the country is still facing difficulties in the progress made in 
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sectors  like access to water and literacy among young women aged 15 to 24, among  others. 

  

Furthermore, UNICEF invested in  the preparation of a study on the situation of children and women in 
the  country, which benefitted from updated data from MICS, and will be key in helping  the country 
office define priorities for children for the next few  years.  

  

Good  advances have been made on social protection in partnership with WFP and UNDP.  The 
emergency cash transfer project implemented by the three UN agencies with  funds from the UN 
COVID-19 Response and Recovery Multi partner Trust Fund  (MPTF) targeted vulnerable families 
affected by the negative consequences of the  COVID-19 pandemic. The project, implemented in 8 
sectors and 4 districts of  the Capital city, reached 1,587 families, approximately 11,109 people 
(among  them 7,935 children), who received three months of cash transfers (receiving  40,000 FCFA 
each month). A complaints and feedback mechanism (CFM) has been established  for the project, 
enabling targeted communities to contact UNICEF in case of  questions, suggestions, feedback or 
complaints, including sexual exploitation  and abuse. The CFM, which consisted of a two-way 
communication line between  the project beneficiaries and UNICEF team, was also used as an end 
user  monitoring tool helping to assess cash transfer beneficiaries’ satisfaction  with the project. The 
project has been used by UNICEF as an opportunity to  reinforce the social protection system and 
establish stronger engagement with  the members of the Social Protection Steering Committee. 

  

Prevention of Sexual Exploitation and Abuse (PSEA)

With the support of the Regional Office, virtual training events on PSEA were conducted for all staff 
to improve their awareness and knowledge of the topic. In addition, during a three-day Ethics training, 
sessions were held focusing on internal mechanisms to report PSEA. A PSEA risk assessment of 
implementing partners was conducted for 12 NGOs (out of 17). 

Office greening
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The solar system installed during 2019 at the UN House helped reduce the energy consumption of 
fossil fuels by 17 per cent. The savings of energy costs so far exceed USD 25,000.

Gender

Using a multi-sectoral approach combining education, communication, protection and WASH 
interventions, the programme for empowerment and participation of adolescent girls continued in the 
regions of Gabu and Bafata. As a result, 948 girls and 289 boys (10-16 years of age) have benefited 
from a 6-months life skills development programme. In addition, 34 local female community 
volunteers received information on the COVID-19 pandemic and on how to prevent GBV and protect 
children at a community level reaching 4,464 people (1,319 men, 1,406 women, 818 boys and 922 
girls) from 31 targeted communities with sensitization activities.

UN Collaboration and Other Partnerships

2020 saw a slight increase in resource mobilization efforts due to the imperative to respond efficiently 
to the COVID-19 pandemic. Building on its strong partnerships with the Government, as well as 
collaboration with UN agencies and civil society organizations (CSOs), UNICEF was able to mobilize 
resources to successfully implement its programme interventions, including those related to the 
COVID-19 response.  Together with the WHO, UNDP and WFP, UNICEF led in the setting up of a 
coordination group to engage with donors and the Government to improve the synergy of interventions 
at ground level, to exchange information and identify the response needs. UNICEF established a solid 
partnership with the WHO and successfully engaged with international and regional financial 
institutions to support the COVID-19 response. To increase procurement capacity and efficiency, 
UNICEF collaborated with UN agencies to support the Government with supply and procurement 
needs in response to the COVID-19 pandemic.

As coordinator of the UN COVID-19 Communication Task Force, UNICEF led the UN support to the 
response on risk communication and community engagement (RCCE) and the development of an 
RCCE strategy for the UN system, building stronger synergy between interventions at the community 
level. UNICEF also initiated work to develop indicators to measure the effectiveness of the 
interventions. Thanks to UN joint efforts, under UNICEF leadership, over 500,000 people have been 
reached by door-to-door sensitization activities conducted by volunteers, social media posts by UN 
agencies on COVID-19 have received over 1 million hits and over 2,000 TV spots on COVID-19 have 
been broadcasted.

In partnership with UNDP and WFP, UNICEF initiated a cash transfer programme for vulnerable 
families funded by the MPTF for COVID-19. Complementing each other’s strengths, the three 
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agencies were able to successfully implement an integrated and inclusive social assistance programme, 
benefitting 1,587 of the most vulnerable households. While WFP supported the mechanism for 
transferring the cash to vulnerable families, UNICEF, building on its comparative advantage, used its 
expertise on social policy development to focus on the development of criteria for the target group, 
supporting the monitoring and evaluation system of the project and establishing a complaint and 
feedback system.

 

FGM and harmful practices remain major challenges in Guinea-Bissau. The UNFPA/UNICEF joint 
programme for the elimination of FGM continues to be the main framework for the national effort to 
accelerate the elimination of FGM and other gender harmful practices. This year, despite the lockdown 
restrictions, interventions implemented at the community level to end FGM and GBV reached 80,542 
people (including 12, 333 adolescents), with community awareness interventions using innovative 
approaches (mostly door to door awareness-raising activities, preventive messages broadcasted 
through radio programmes and digital platforms).  The interventions were implemented working 
closely with traditional and religious leaders, securing their commitment to end FGM and participation 
in data management of programme results using digital tools. An inclusive participatory approach 
involving community members led to the public declaration of abandonment of FGM and child 
marriage in 30 communities, bringing the total to 333 communities  since the start of the Joint 
Programme.  
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Lessons Learned and Innovations

To address the persistent lack of data  on children and counter the challenges posed by COVID-19 
restrictions, the  process of finalization and validation of the MICS survey results was carried  out 
remotely, a first for the region. Technical workshops were organized  between the UNICEF West and 
Central Africa Regional office, the CO and the  National Institute of Statistics (INE) in order to 
process and analyse the  data, to finalize and technically validate the report. To enable the national  
counterpart to be fully involved at every step, UNICEF invested in internet  features and technology 
access for INE staff. This tripartite collaboration  demonstrated how important it is to invest in the 
digital connectivity of the  partners, especially during an emergency.

  

Taking advantage of the  increased use of social media and online solutions, UNICEF, together with  
other UN agencies and national partners, supported the “Bioksan site”, the first  online platform 
intended to strengthen the prevention of violence against  girls and women during the COVID-19 
pandemic. The platform, which was  launched in May, is run by a group of CSOs that focus on GBV 
prevention and  services provision and management of reported cases. To make it attractive  for young 
people, the platform is accessible through social media and features  local artists, girls and women’s 
rights activists. In addition, 9 videos  spots broadcasted through the national TV and social media were 
developed to  promote the platform. Since its launch, the platform has been accessed 2,450  times and 
32 cases of GBV complaints have been made through the site. 

Page 11  of  11

Page 11  of  11


