
Update on the context and situation of children
Montenegro is a small, upper-middle-income country in the Western Balkans with a democratic 
system, open economy and moderately well-developed legal and institutional framework ¿ including 
an ambitious national development strategy and aspirations to join the European Union (EU) by 2025. 
Montenegro’s economy is vulnerable to external shocks due to heavy reliance on tourism and external 
capital inflows. The high cost of maintaining national institutions is compounded by limited capacity to 
exploit economies of scale for public goods and services. 
 
Montenegro’s small population (621,873; 134,959 children) is ageing and increasingly urban. 
Children’s ability to realize their rights and full potential has improved in recent decades, but 
constraints on human capital development and stark equity gaps pose critical impediments.[1]
 
The COVID-19 pandemic generated major health and economic crises,  compounded by instability 
resulting from the first change in government in three decades. COVID-19 infected nearly 53,000 
people, making Montenegro the world’s third-most-affected country per capita.
 
World Bank data reveal a 14.9 per cent decline in economic activity in 2020 ¿ the sharpest downturn in 
the region.[2] The pandemic will certainly increase poverty in Montenegro, reversing recent trends. Up 
to 20,000 citizens could become newly impoverished, more than 80 per cent of whom lack social 
protection.[3] Rising fiscal liabilities have reduced space for fiscal support and government budgets 
were strained by pandemic response efforts. 

GA 1: Every child survives and thrives
Demand for health services for children dropped in 2020, putting critical preventive measures such as 
vaccination at risk. Montenegro was already experiencing declining immunization rates; coverage for 
the first dose of measles, mumps and rubella dropped from 90 per cent in 2010 to 42.1 per cent in 
2018[4]. Further decreases are expected for 2020, due to COVID-19. Other challenges include low 
exclusive breastfeeding rates – 20 per cent[5] and a triple burden of malnutrition (obesity, stunting and 
micronutrient deficiencies). ¿Adolescents and young people have insufficient and stigmatized access to 
mental health services while reporting an increased need for support.
 
GA 2: Every child learns
The COVID-19 pandemic exposed existing problems, deepening learning gaps and increasing the risk 
of exclusion for the most vulnerable children. Although the shift to online education was carried out 
quickly and effectively, demonstrating the system’s agility, children lacking access to computers, 
internet and parental support were left behind.[6] Intermittent school closures affected more than 
118,000 children (53,100 girls,   64,900 boys) and reliance on online lessons led to significant learning 
loss. Earlier positive trends were reversed: preschool enrolment declined by 8 per cent and overall 
enrolment by Roma children by 18 per cent compared to the previous school year, although enrolment 
by children with disabilities almost doubled. The quality of education suffered and the share of 
students with below-average achievement in reading could rise from 53 to 61 per cent.[7] The 
education system is also failing young people, who are unable to acquire skills required for 
employment. Youth unemployment (15-24 years) stands at 25.1% (25.8%  male, 24.2% female) and 
share of youth not in employment, education or training is 17.3% (18.7% male, 15.7% female). [8]  
 
GA 3: Every child is protected from violence and exploitation
Increased stressors and weakened protective environments due to COVID-19 increased the risk of 
family violence, child abuse, child labour and worsening mental health for children and parents. The 
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UN rapid social impact assessment (RSIA) on COVID-19 indicated that domestic violence and gender-
based violence (GBV) increased significantly. Centres for Social Work and civil society organizations 
(CSOs) reported increased occurrence and intensity of domestic violence and reduced cross-sectoral 
response to GBV during lockdown. Children increased their reliance on digital solutions for play, 
socialization and learning, highlighting the need for strengthened online protection. One positive trend 
was ongoing de-institutionalization in 2020; the number of children in institutional care decreased by 
23 per cent in comparison with 2019.

GA 4: Every child lives in a safe and clean environment
The public health crisis exposed equity gaps for safe water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) for poorer 
families, particularly in Roma communities. Air pollution represents a health risk for children and 
adults, especially in cities. In 2018 Europe’s Environmental Agency attributed 640 premature deaths in 
Montenegro to particle matter and ozone exposure. 
 
GA 5: Every child has an equitable chance in life
The Council on the Rights of the Child never met in 2020 – it requires strengthening to effectively 
exercise child rights monitoring and coordination, as noted in the EU annual report and the 2020 
country programme evaluation. Children living in poverty, with disabilities and from marginalized 
communities are being left behind. Around one third of Montenegro’s children live in poverty - 
according to MONSTAT’s at-risk-of poverty measurement (SILC), the poverty line for a four-person 
household including 2 adults and 2 children is 395.6 EUR per month. A 2020 multi-dimensional child 
poverty analysis found that 37 per cent are deprived in three or more dimensions.[9] Only 10 per cent 
of children (14,028)  receive a child allowance; the total annual budget for child allowances represents 
less than 0.1 per cent of GDP. Children with disabilities’ vulnerability was exacerbated by limited 
access to services during the pandemic, while their parents faced challenges following discontinuation 
of day-care centres. Children from the marginalized households (e.g., Roma and Egyptian, refugees, 
migrants and asylum seekers) whose income depends heavily on the informal sector became 
impoverished during the lockdown, further limiting access to social services.  
Finally, research on gender-related impacts of COVID-19 conducted by the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP) and UN Women, confirmed that women and young girls, especially 
from vulnerable groups, were disproportionally affected due to an increased burden of family care, loss 
of income and increased domestic violence. 

[1]https://databank.worldbank.org/data/download/hci/HCI_1pager_MNE.pdf?
cid=GGH_e_hcpexternal_en_ext
[2] https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/34710/9781464816123.pdf
[3] http://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/236311590680555002/pdf/The-Economic-and-Social-
Impact-of-COVID-19-Poverty-and-Household-Welfare.pdf
[4] IPH Statistical Yearbook 2018
[5] UNICEF and MONSTAT, Multi-Indicator Cluster Survey, Podgorica, MICS 2018.
[6] See: UN rapid social impact assessment, 13.3% of families with children lacked access to 
computers and tablets connected to the internet.
[7]World Bank, Western Balkans Regular Economic Report, No. 17, 2020
[8] ILO 2019, https://www.ilo.org/gateway/faces/home/statistics?
locale=EN&countryCode=MNE&_adf.ctrl-state=wc0ddee6z_4
[9] UNICEF Office of Research/UNICEF Montenegro, ‘Multidimensional Child Poverty Study’, 
forthcoming
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The COVID-19 pandemic exposed and exacerbated existing systemic weaknesses that particularly 
affect the most vulnerable children. UNICEF undertook cross-sectoral programming across four 
priority goals: reducing child poverty, preventing and responding to violence against children, 
investing in early childhood development (ECD) and empowering adolescents. To achieve these goals, 
UNICEF Montenegro relied on five change strategies:
·         System-strengthening and institution-building: ensuring integration of services and capacity 
to address the needs of vulnerable children
·         Fostering innovation and new technologies: using innovation for digital delivery of 
COVID-19 risk communication, parenting, child protection, education, skills and adolescent 
empowerment programmes 
·         Evaluation, research and data: conducting a rapid assessment on COVID-19 impacts, two 
sector-wide analyses (social protection, education) and a child poverty analysis, country programme 
evaluation and situation analysis 
·         Advocacy and public engagement: leading social engagement and public communication on 
risk communication for COVID-19 prevention, combating misinformation, advocating for safe school 
re-opening and addressing child poverty  
·         Developing and leveraging resources and partnerships: actively participating in United 
Nations (UN) support to Montenegro’s COVID-19 response and recovery and mobilizing partner 
resources and support to deliver results for children – within the the global COVID HAC framework, 
with results reported through global, regional and UNCT sitreps.

GA 1: Every child survives and thrives
During 2020 UNICEF worked closely with partners in response to health and socio-economic crises 
through cross-sectoral interventions focused on mitigating the impact of COVID-19, complemented by 
systems-strengthening efforts. UNICEF and partners reached over 206,000 highly vulnerable people 
with messages on COVID-19 prevention and access to services; over 14,000 people participated in 
COVID-19 risk communication and community engagement actions (RCCE) and about 2,400 
shared concerns and asked questions about available support services. Some 128 parents (11 per cent 
fathers) were supported by the ‘parenting for lifelong health’ programme, Facebook Live sessions for 
parents reached more than 12,000 parents (24% men, 76% women). COVID-19 parenting tips were 
disseminated via the UNICEF website, social media and the Red Cross – reaching around 7,000 
families.
 
A root cause analysis of immunization performance in three municipalities showed low immunization 
coverage and wide discrepancies – a basis for UNICEF advocacy. In December 2020, Montenegro 
signed a memorandum of understanding with UNICEF to coordinate procurement for COVID-19 
vaccines under the COVAX-facility. To strengthen national systems UNICEF partnered with Ministry 
of Health and Primary Health Centre Podgorica to strengthen home visitation services for 
preventative mother and child health. Guidelines on preschool nutrition and marketing of 
unhealthy foods and research on iodine deficiency in lactating women were finalized. Following 
UNICEF advocacy, preschool nutrition was included in the draft early childhood education strategy for 
2021¿2024. In August 2020 UNICEF launched a comprehensive, multi-sectoral EU-funded action to 
promote ECD in Montenegro (2020-2023) and in late 2020 a new EU-funded action on risk 
communication and immunization (2021-2022).
 
GA 2: Every child learns
In mid-March, preschools, primary and secondary schools were closed due to COVID-19 pandemic – 
causing serious disruption to learning, protection and wellbeing for more than 118,000 children and 
adolescents. Lower primary schools reopened in October; most adolescents continued distance 
learning. Strong advocacy efforts by UNICEF and other UN and CSO stakeholders led the new 
Minister of Education to declare that all schools would re-open in January 2021.  Despite 
Montenegro’s swift shift to distance learning, longstanding equity and quality issues and limited 
infrastructure and human and financial resources were exacerbated during the lockdown. UNICEF 
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focused on:

Support for children from the most vulnerable groups: During the second half of 2020 some 900 
Roma students (504 boys and 461 girls) received learning support, including through paper-based 
materials, to ensure continuity of education and prevent drop out. To support parents of preschool 
children video materials were developed with preschool teachers to stimulate development at home 
through play. Some 240 families with children with intellectual disabilities received support through 
the Special Olympics Young Athletes programme, adapted for home use. Through the regional ‘Voice 
for Every Child’ project, tablets to enhance speech and communication skills supported 26 children 
with disabilities at home. With Telenor support, equipment was purchased for the Centre for Children 
in Conflict with the Law, allowing education access for vulnerable adolescents.

Quality digital education: Lack of a national platform for online learning and digital curriculum 
presented key obstacles to quality learning. To help create a quality, inclusive and resilient digital 
learning system, UNICEF is providing technical assistance to the Ministry of Education (MoE) to 
develop an online learning system through the global ‘Learning Passport’ platform. UNICEF also 
supported digital content creation for formal and non-formal education and in-service teacher training. 
To help schools make optimal use of new digital tools UNICEF supported capacity building for over 
4,500 teachers, which in turn benefited 55,000 primary and secondary students (24,750 girls, 30,250 
boys).
 
Improving sector planning and budgeting capacity. An education sector analysis conducted jointly 
by the MoE and UNICEF was expanded to take into account the pandemic’s effects on the education 
system, including quality, equity, financing and infrastructure. The findings will inform planning and 
budgeting for a multi-year education sector plan. 
 
GA 3: Every child is protected from violence and exploitation 
Serious human resource and capacity limitations hobbled the response to vulnerable children and 
families following the COVID-19 outbreak. UNICEF contributed by identifying and addressing child 
protection priorities. Key focus areas included: strengthening the social service workforce, improving 
quality assurance, preventing child separation, responding to cases of violence and strengthening 
justice for children. Deinstitutionalization and the wellbeing of children in state care continued to 
receive priority in 2020.

De-institutionalization. UNICEF supported a comprehensive review of the foster care system and 
trained 30 social welfare professionals to recruit specialized and emergency foster-carers for children 
with disabilities, babies and victims of violence.  Training of front-line professionals improved service 
to 33,397 beneficiaries of social and child protection services. UNICEF also trained 50 social work 
professionals to work with vulnerable groups. More than 200 children benefited from efforts by 
UNICEF, the Red Cross and CSOs to prevent family separation, and 80 institutionalized children 
gained access to online learning and improved socio-emotional skills. Montenegro’s long-term de-
institutionalization efforts were recognized in the ground-breaking 2020 ‘Realizing Rights, Changing 
Lives’ report by UNICEF and the Universal Rights Group, highlighting the tangible achievements of 
its child protection system reforms.

In response to increased domestic violence due to COVID-19, UNICEF supported the Institute for 
Social and Child Protection to develop standard operating procedures for cross-sectoral work on 
prevention and protection of children from violence and exploitation, including GBV, and trained close 
to 50 professionals (90%, 10 % men) on the gender-sensitive procedures. UNICEF also supported 
national partners to reach 29,000 children and parents with psychosocial assistance. The state-run 
Child Helpline provided psychosocial support to 530 children starting in March 2020. The Association 
of Youth with Disabilities, supported by UNICEF, provided psychological and legal support to 250 
families with children with disabilities – assisting 817 family members (139 children).¿With UNICEF 
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support 40 Red Cross outreach workers and 175 volunteers completed training on preventing sexual 
exploitation and abuse (PSEA), risk mitigation and referrals for survivors. CSOs addressing women’s 
rights organized training for Red Cross volunteers on violence against women and children; one CSO 
offered free legal aid. A #SafeatHome initiative, enabling children to report violence at home, was 
launched by the Ministry of Interior and NGO Human Rights Action, with UNICEF support.

Montenegro continued to reinforce standards on child-friendly justice and equitable access to 
justice, addressing gender and equity gaps. UNICEF and the Council of Europe supported judicial 
institutions and the Ministry of Justice to more closely align Montenegro’s legislation with EU and UN 
standards and develop guidelines for police and prosecutors on GBV and violence against children. To 
promote free legal aid for children and identify potential obstacles to determining children’s best 
interests’ in civil court proceedings, an analysis of 200 civil law cases involving children was 
undertaken and widely shared, leading to recommendations for improved treatment of children during 
proceedings and specialized family law judges. After 2020 training, 60 per cent of judicial staff 
working with children in contact with the law are qualified to apply child-friendly, gender-sensitive 
justice principles. As a result, diversion measures were applied in 30 per cent of all cases involving 
children accused of a crime. Child-friendly spaces were modelled in six courts and prosecutors’ offices 
in 2020.
 
UNICEF partnered with Montenegro’s Ombudsperson, CSOs and media to raise awareness among 
children, families and professionals about child rights and access to justice. These timely 
interventions helped to empower 2,800 of the most disadvantaged children (1,333 boys; 1,493 girls) 
and 1,000 family members through educational activities on child rights and access to justice. UNICEF 
supported work by the Centre for Roma Initiatives to raise awareness about child rights and protection 
mechanisms; 382 Roma and Egyptian children (194 girls, 188 boys) took part in 30 educational 
workshops on violence, abuse and neglect of children and child marriage. 
   
GA 4: Every child lives in a safe and clean environment 
In response to emerging sanitation and hygiene challenges, 2,000 Roma and Egyptian families and 
2,000 from the general population (16,000 individuals) received essential hygiene supplies (incl 
dignity kits) through UNICEF’s partnership with the Red Cross. An additional 2,000 families (8,000 
individuals; 4,000 children), including children with disabilities and Roma and Egyptian children and 
families, received essential hygiene supplies with support from Norway/Group 484.
 
GA 5: Every child has an equitable chance in life
Montenegro’s Ombudsperson developed a 2021¿2025 strategy and work plan for protecting and 
promoting children’s rights, with UNICEF support. Protocols for handling individual complaints about 
child rights violations were developed and staff were trained in their application. UNICEF also 
supported the creation of a new section on the Ombudsperson’s webpage with child-friendly content 
and information on child rights, including complaint mechanisms.

To collect data on the real-time impact of COVID-19 UNICEF co-led and co-funded the UN RSIA, 
which highlighted the crisis’ impact on the most vulnerable groups. The assessment revealed that 
monetarily deprived households ¿ particularly Roma, refugees and migrants and persons with 
disabilities ¿ were unable to meet basic needs. The RSIA also highlighted: increased need for mental 
health support for children and adolescents; the inability of Roma, refugee and migrant children to 
participate in distance learning due to lack of computers and internet; increases in gender-based and 
family violence and a growing need for support in food, hygiene items, utility payments, distance 
learning and socialization. The U-Report digital platform proved critical during the pandemic - a 
COVID ‘bot’ allowed young people to receive information about COVID-19 and to ask questions  
(used more than 2,000 times). U-Report was also used to support the UN RSIA,  a business impact 
assessment and a review of the online learning model. 
With UN advocacy, Montenegro’s response shifted toward mitigating the pandemic’s social and 
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economic impact on vulnerable groups. To counter the immediate shocks UNICEF provided funds 
allowing national authorities to disburse one-time cash assistance of €100 to 1,200 families 
(benefitting 3,363 children) with funds from the Danish Government (through HAC). With support 
from Norway/Group 484 UNICEF assisted the Government, Red Cross and CSOs to address the 
immediate impact of the pandemic on some 33,000 vulnerable family members (23,000 children) 
without parental care, in single-parent households, with disabilities, in foster care or from Roma and 
Egyptian communities  through child protection, education and WASH interventions. 

UNICEF continued to collect up-to-date evidence to inform social sector reforms. Two important 
sectoral analyses launched in 2019 were nearly completed: on the social protection and education 
system. A multidimensional child poverty analysis was conducted jointly with UNICEF’s Office of 
Research - to be launched in early 2021. UNICEF’s evidence generation  proved to be timely due to 
the significant impact of the pandemic on unemployment, poverty and social exclusion.
     
The UNICEF-supported Youth Innovation Lab adapted its programmes (UPSHIFT, Hackathon for 
Social Change and socio-emotional skills workshops) for online deployment. It also developed new 
activities on adolescent mental health and a #StudyBuddy programme, promoting peer learning 
support. Montenegro hosted the second Generation Unlimited Youth Challenge co-organized by 
UNICEF, UNDP and the Scouts Association. The selected teams developed two mobile apps designed 
to improve well-being and resilience and connect adolescents with volunteering and internship 
opportunities. UNICEF also launched a school-to-work transition programme, in partnership with the 
TUI Care Foundation. Through "Dialogue for the Future" (DFF), a UN Joint Programme supported by 
the UN Peacebuilding Office, two regional UPSHIFT workshops took place, including the first with 
adolescents from three Western Balkans countries. Some 10,000 adolescents (65.4% girls) participated 
in at least one UNICEF-supported programme in 2020. In total, since 2016 UNICEF supported 
adolescent initiatives reached over 45,000 beneficiaries directly or indirectly – more than 53 per cent 
of the country’s adolescent population (63% girls).
 
A volunteering platform, developed in cooperation with the Association of Youth with Disabilities, 
provided adolescents with disabilities with social, legal and other types of support during the 
pandemic. An online platform (https://vrsnjackapodrska.me/) reached 31,379 children and adults with 
disabilities with remote support. UNICEF supported an online platform for children with disabilities 
and their families run by Day Care Centres (http://servisipodrskezasve.net/platforma/) reaching at least 
1,000 children and youth with disabilities and their caregivers with interactive remote support, 
especially for issues related to COVID-19.
 
Gender equality was integrated throughout all COVID-10 programming:  health (technical guidance 
on continuity of breastfeeding during COVID-19); WASH (hygiene supplies, including dignity kits, 
for 4,000 vulnerable households, including Roma and Egyptian girls); education (early identification of 
children at risk of school drop-out, particularly due to early marriage, and catch-up classes to prevent 
drop out); protection (preventing GBV and PSEA, tailoring gender-sensitive messages and engaging 
women’s CSOs); and social protection (interventions for single household families and families with 
children through humanitarian cash transfers). A gender programmatic review was undertaken with 
Regional Office support, to assess entry points for gender mainstreaming and gender transformative 
interventions in the next programming cycle. 
Through the regional refugee and migrant HAC, UNICEF provided support to the Ministry of Interior 
and other sectors to improve the quality of support and services to migrant, asylum-seeking and 
refugee children and families to improve coordination, capacity and supply of essential commodities. 
As a result, 409 children received psycho-social assistance and 50 children had improved primary 
health services.  A child-friendly reception facility and mother/baby corner was created at the new 
Reception Centre in Božaj. UNICEF also purchased equipment to allow basic medical screening and 
immediate health care for migrant children and families.
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Management outcome
Achievement of programme and management results was affected by political instability and the 
COVID-19 pandemic, but mitigation actions taken ensured successful completion. UNICEF 
Montenegro consistently monitored socio-economic and political developments; supported the 
Government to respond to challenges; make needed adjustments; and applied emergency preparedness 
and response procedures and practices. Given the COVID-19 pandemic and increase in workload, 
causing increases in stress and possible mental health issues, special emphasis was placed on duty of 
care, staff wellbeing and morale.  Management, Staff Association and peer support volunteers 
undertook activities to support staff to embrace changes and manage ambiguity and complexity, while 
living UNICEF core values, with particular emphasis on care and respect.
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UN Collaboration and Other Partnerships
UN support to Montenegro’s COVID-19 response was coordinated through a UN COVID-19 Task 
Force, the UN Country Team and UN Results Groups. UNICEF contributed to the development of a 
national strategic preparedness and response plan – particularly in the areas of RCCE and socio-
economic impact.  It co-led the UN RSIA and co-led the social inclusion results group, as well as 
coordinating pillar II of the UN Socio-Economic Response Plan. UNICEF contributed to key 
documents of the next UN Sustainable Development Cooperation Framework - including the UNDAF 
evaluation, ‘Leaving no one behind’ Background Paper and the Common Country Assessment. 
UNICEF also provided significant support to UN working groups and led the development the UN 
2020¿2024 business operation strategy, which includes new services related to gender and disability 
and inclusion that should contribute to achieving global goals in these areas. 
 
A key focus in 2020 for UNICEF Montenegro was mobilizing and leveraging funds for children and 
promoting joint advocacy for the rights of the most vulnerable children. The EU remains a key 
UNICEF partner; three new multi-year partnerships were agreed in 2020, covering: ECD, RCCE and 
Immunization, and mitigating the impact of COVID-19 on the lives of children and families in the 
region (launch set for January 2021). Multi-year partnerships continued with the Austrian 
Development Agency (on maternal/child health) and with the Norwegian Government (access to 
justice). Support from Norway, NGO Group 484 and the Danish Development Agency enabled 
UNICEF to provide humanitarian assistance to the country’s most vulnerable children and families. 
British Government support facilitated UNICEF support for national authorities on RCCE and building 
long-term resilience.
 
UNICEF’s shared-value partnership with ING on adolescent skills-building and empowerment, 
combined with Telenor support on digital literacy, provided much-needed support for vulnerable 
adolescents. While the lockdown hindered direct engagement with the private sector, UNICEF 
conducted a business sector analysis that provided key information about the impact of business on 
child rights for the next country programme and on opportunities for private sector partnership. 
 
Public communication and advocacy
 
UNICEF’s strong public communication and advocacy on COVID-19 prevention, child protection, 
education, reducing child poverty and related issues was conducted with many partners, including: 
national and local authorities, CSOs, academics, media, celebrities, UNICEF volunteers and 
international actors, including UN agencies. The effectiveness of this work contributed to national 
COVID-19 RCCE efforts and helped mobilize government action on vulnerable groups, violence 
against children, safe school reopening and child poverty. 
 
UNICEF remains the strongest UN brand in the country – 95 per cent of citizens have heard of it and 
85 per cent share a positive opinion. More than 2,500 media reports mentioning UNICEF were 
generated in 2020 and the number of social media followers increased by 27 per cent (from 75,648 to 
95,755). On World Children’s Day UNICEF launched a child poverty campaign with the Speaker of 
the Parliament who, together with other policy makers and international partners, answered questions 
by UNICEF Young Reporters on how to reduce child poverty – raising awareness of increasing child 
poverty.

Lessons Learned and Innovations
COVID-19 has had a severe impact on children, adolescents and young people – leaving them more 
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vulnerable to poverty, violence and social exclusion and reducing their ability to reach their full 
potential and gain knowledge and skills essential for life and decent employment. Impact was 
particularly strong on vulnerable and marginalized children (including Roma and Egyptian children, 
children with disabilities and refugee and migrant children) but also on children of families that 
suddenly faced poverty. COVID-19 and its socio-economic impact exacerbated existing widespread 
structural weaknesses – especially in governance, finance, service delivery and monitoring ¿ and 
created new vulnerabilities. But the pandemic also highlighted important entry points for 
strengthening the health and social and child protection systems, which could accelerate inclusive, 
sustainable recovery and SDG achievement and improve system resilience to future shocks. 
 
UNICEF’s strong focus on cross-sectoral, integrated support for the most vulnerable children 
proved to be an essential strategy for both urgent humanitarian actions and system-strengthening 
initiatives. Lessons learned during 2020 and captured in the 2020 country programme evaluation, 
including innovations and adaptions to programme implementation, and continuous monitoring of 
programme results and partnerships informed the programme planning for 2021 and the development 
of the next programme cycle (2022¿2026).
 
Real-time data availability was instrumental to identifying needs and response priorities, but also 
helped to overcome shortcomings of interventions. Countrywide movement restrictions and limited 
capacities severely constrained the Government’s ability to collect real-time data on the socio-
economic impact of COVID-19. Through U-Report and the UN RSIA, UNICEF supported data 
collection on the pandemic’s impact on the most vulnerable groups, in line with the ‘leave no one 
behind’ and gender equality principle.
 
Another critical UNICEF role involved identifying and urgently responding to equity gaps, 
complementing the Government response to COVID-19 by reaching the most vulnerable children. The 
Government responded quickly to the crisis, but the response left many equity gaps, including: limited 
provision of direct aid to the most vulnerable; no support for those who could not access the remote 
learning system; limited social service provision (e.g. for persons with disabilities and victims of 
domestic violence and GBV); insufficient capacity to provide psycho-social support; and a limited 
focus on children as victims of domestic violence. UNICEF’s role in complementing the government’s 
response through direct action in partnership with national systems and civil society was able to bridge 
these significant equity gaps, and helped to identify critical systemic weaknesses to inform longer-term 
sector reforms.
 
Leveraging existing partnerships and maximizing local capacities enabled a significant scale-up 
of the response. UNICEF was able to support the authorities to address gaps in services faced by 
vulnerable children and families by working with CSO networks and scaling-up longstanding CSO 
partnerships, such as the Red Cross, grass-roots organizations from the Roma and disability 
communities and women’s NGOs. By working with the Ombudsperson and CSOs UNICEF was able 
to reach the children most left behind and empower them to seek redress for child rights violations, 
including violence and child marriage. 
 
During 2020, UNICEF shifted significantly to digital delivery of programmes and accelerated the 
development of digital platforms. Faced with lockdown and physical distancing requirements, 
UNICEF moved programmes and operations activities online. Support for the digitalization of 
education through the ‘Learning Passport’ and other online support activities in the areas of ECD, child 
protection and adolescent empowerment will continue to be a focus of UNICEF’s work in 2021 and 
beyond.
 
The capacity to adapt UNICEF communications and advocacy strategies to the changing context 
was critical to the effectiveness of its crisis response.  As the UN lead on risk communication UNICEF 
supported national authorities but also complemented this work through its own channels. The CPE 
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highlighted UNICEF’s evidence based long-term social change communication  as an example of good 
practice aimed at behavior change.  Therefore, UNICEF applied the same approach to its Covid-19  
risk communication and communication engagement.  UNICEF also successfully advocated for safe 
school reopening, together with UN agencies and CSOs,  which resulted in the government’s 
commitment to keep schools open across the country and a commitment by the new government at the 
end of the year to expand in-person learning to all students at the start of the 2021 semester. UNICEF’s 
public communications required constant adjustment given the changing and sensitive context: changes 
in the political space and leadership of public institutions, rapid epidemiological evolution and socio-
political tensions.  
 
An all-important principle for 2020 was making staff wellbeing a priority. The Staff Association 
together with management undertook staff surveys and consultations to identify and mitigate 
challenges, with support from staff counsellor and peer support volunteers. A flexible approach to 
working from home, adapted to the changing epidemiological situation, enabled business continuity 
while allowing working mothers and fathers to balance work and family thus ensuring staff safety and 
wellbeing. 

During the final quarter of 2020 UNICEF completed a series of key building blocks for the next 
programme cycle, including a country programme evaluation, gender review and situation analysis of 
children. This enabled UNICEF to begin developing the 2022¿2026 country programme, which will 
focus on: addressing the impact of COVID-19 on children and families, contributing to national 
recovery, addressing systemic reforms to improve outcomes for children and strengthening the 
resilience of public services and families. 
 
The emerging priority areas for systems reform and immediate action for recovery include: 
reducing child poverty; preventing and responding to violence against children and women; 
improving vaccination and nutrition coverage; and improving education quality and 
inclusiveness. Scaling-up investments in ECD across all sectors, the continuum of care and 
empowerment of adolescents and young people will guide a cross-sectoral approach to all priority 
issues. UNICEF envisions four key priorities for its new country programme: 
(1) ECD - getting the best start to life; 
(2) Improved learning outcomes, skills and empowerment for all children, adolescents and young 
people; 
(3) protecting children from poverty, adversity and violence; and 
(4) institutional accountability for child rights and leveraging resources for results for children.
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