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Update on the context and situation of children 

With 48 per cent of its population of 7,534,981 under 18 years, Sierra Leone has one of the youngest 

populations in Africa.[1] The country entered 2020 ranked 182 out of 189 on the Human Development 

Index, with 60 per cent of the population living in poverty.1 While the wellbeing of children continued 

to face challenges, the political space and commitment to combat them remained visibly strong at the 

highest level of Government throughout the reporting year.  

When COVID-19 broke out in Sierra Leone in March, measures deployed to combat the pandemic 

included restrictions on movement, border closures, restricted business operations, and curfews. These 

restrictions resulted in loss of livelihoods among families, exacerbation of food insecurity, and 

disruption of basic services for children, their families, and the general population. Household food 

insecurity in the lean season increased from 53 percent in 2019 to 63 per cent in 2020.[2] In response 

to such difficulties and to mitigate their effects, the Government developed a Quick Action Economic 

Recovery Programme (QAEREP),  focusing on availability of an adequate stock of essential 

commodities at stable prices; support to hardest-hit businesses; safety nets to vulnerable groups and 

assistance for local production of staple food items. 

Disruptions caused by COVID-19 also brought great interruptions in 2.6 million children’s lives as 

schools were closed in March 2020 for seven months. This prompted concerns that some children 

would dropout of school or be forced to repeat. Government, with support from the European Union 

and UNICEF, provided radio lessons for studies and preparations for examinations, although not 

accessible to all children and some had difficulties following them.  Schools fully reopened in October 

2020 enabling children to resume a more normal learning path again. 

  

Based on lessons learned from the country’s response to the Ebola epidemic, Government, with 

support from UNICEF and other partners, has been effective in using COVID-19 response as an entry 

point for health system strengthening. For example, beyond donor support for purchase of oxygen 

concentrators, Government worked with the direct support of a UNICEF biomedical engineer to set up 

oxygen plants and intensive care facilities in the country. 

  

In addition to the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, there was a resurgence of polio in December 2020 

with three confirmed cases circulating vaccine-derived poliovirus type 2 (CVDPV2). Supported by 

UNICEF and WHO, the Government of Sierra Leone activated a second level emergency response 

with the required pillars along with a coordinating incident management team. Response initiatives 

were on track at the time of the preparation of this report. 

  

Turning to basic child wellbeing indicators within the context of the Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs) Agenda, the under-five mortality rate in Sierra Leone is down to 122 deaths per 1,000 live 

births from 156 per 1,000 live births in 2013.2[3] Despite this drop, it remains one of the highest in the 

world. With regards to the nutrition status of children, 29.5 per cent of children under-five years are 

stunted in a situation where only 54 per cent of children under-six months exclusively breastfed.2 This 

is compounded by challenges in accessing safe water and basic sanitation including in schools and 
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health facilities. Only one in five schools have access to basic water and sanitation services and 21 per 

cent of health facilities have access to basic water supply services.[4] Overall, nearly 2.95 million 

people (39 per cent of the population) still use unsafe water and 1.4 million people (17.6 per cent of the 

population) practice open defecation.3 In 2020, the percentage of households using an improved 

sanitation facility improved to 55 percent, compared to 49 per cent in 2013 though the urban-rural 

disparity of, respectively, 33 versus 84 per cent remained.3 

  

Twenty-one per cent of young women aged 15-19 years are already mothers or pregnant with their first 

child and 86.5 per cent of children aged 1 to 14 years in Sierra Leone experience some form of violent 

discipline in their households.2, [5] Eighty-three per cent of women aged 15-49 years have undergone 

Female Genital Mutilation (FGM), which is more common in rural areas compared to urban areas (89 

versus 76 per cent), while 61 per cent of adolescent girls aged 15-19 years have undergone FGM.2 

  

Government with support of its partners (including UNICEF) in 2020 took some key actions to 

improve the situation of children in the areas noted above and others. A ban on visibly pregnant girls 

attending school (post-Ebola era) was lifted. The fight against Sexual and Gender Based Violence 

(SGBV), received a boost through the “Hands-off-our-Girls” campaign led by the First Lady of Sierra 

Leone and the launch of a toll-free hotline to report cases of SGBV by Ministry of Gender and 

Children’s Affairs, supported by UNICEF. The implementation of the amended Sexual Offences Act 

(2019) provides new sentencing guidelines and increases maximum penalties for rape and sexual abuse 

of children, received a boost with the introduction of special courts. The special courts will accelerate 

trials, while survivors of sexual violence are now supported with a free medical examination at 

Government facilities. In addition, Government (in 2020) established a Sexual and Reproductive 

Health Taskforce to advise on radical inclusion of adolescent girls and other vulnerable groups in the 

education system, as well as how to integrate comprehensive sexuality education into the basic 

education curriculum, all in the context of fighting SGBV and mitigating the impact on survivors.  

  

With COVID-19 still an issue and with the new polio emergency emerging at the end of 2020, the key 

to effective support from UNICEF for achievement of results for children in Sierra Leone 2021 will be 

in helping Government to effectively navigate the humanitarian-development nexus to keep a square 

focus on routine services for children within in the context of ongoing twin emergencies of COVID-19 

and polio outbreak.  

[1] Sierra Leone Integrated Household Survey 2019, (SLIHS 2018) 

[2]Sierra Leone Integrated Household Survey 2019, (SLIHS 2018) 

  

[3] Sierra Leone Demographic Health and Survey, (SLDHS 2019) 

[4] WHO/UNICEF Joint Monitoring Programme for Water Supply, Sanitation and Hygiene 2019 (JMP 

2019) 

[5] Sierra Leone MICS 2019 

 

Major contributions and drivers of results 
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The year 2020 marked the first year in the implementation of the new UNICEF-Government of Sierra 

Leone Country Programme (2020 – 2023).  In line with the objectives of the plan and in alignment 

with other relevant planning frameworks[1], the country office’s key programme priorities for 2020 as 

set in its Annual Management Plan (AMP) for the year focused on:  1) acceleration of birth 

registration, 2) improvement in access to basic education, 3) improvements of learning outcomes at the 

basic education level, and 4) reduction of open defecation.    

  

Other key results were planned in the areas of child and maternal health, nutrition, water, sanitation 

and hygiene, social policy and protection and protection of children against violence, abuse, and 

exploitation.   To support work on the above, the AMP provided for effective and efficient quality 

assurance in its work, as well as strong risk management, prudent financial management, people 

management (including prevention of sexual abuse and exploitation), alliance building and 

partnerships for effective mobilisation and leveraging of resources to achieve results for children, and 

effective and efficient preparedness and response to COVID-19 and other emergencies. 

  

Despite the challenges of the COVID-19 pandemic, good results were recorded across the above areas, 

thanks to the effectiveness of the office’s emergency preparedness and response initiatives.  

  

Under birth registration:  Despite the challenges and complexities posed by COVID-19, UNICEF 

worked closely with the National Civil Registration Authority and the Ministry of Health and 

Sanitation (MoHS) to ensure that children are registered at birth. The National Civil Registration Unit 

managed to successfully register 103,313 newborns (52,272 females; 51,041 males) at the Peripheral 

Health Units (PHU) by the National Civil Registration Unit. Increased advocacy, capacity building, 

and heightened awareness raising on birth registration through TV and radio programmes reached over 

15,000 people across all districts also contributed to this result.  

  

Improvement in access to basic education: The COVID-19 pandemic had negative impact on the 

education sector in Sierra Leone. However, in support of Government’s National Education Sector 

Plan (2018-2020) and COVID-19 Education Emergency Plan, UNICEF engaged with a range of 

education stakeholders to ensure quality education for every child. The Government’s Free Quality 

School Education (FQSE) programme has resulted in significant enrollment increases of 

approximately 30 per cent across all levels, with a gross enrolment ratio of 19.3 per cent at pre-primary 

level.  

  

Improvements of the learning outcomes at the basic education level: Due to UNICEF’s leadership in 

the education sector, the Ministry of Basic and Senior Secondary Education (MBSSE) and the Local 

Education Group selected UNICEF to act as grant agent for the Global Partnerships for Education 

(GPE) of 17.1 million (2018-2022) for Sierra Leone. Leading on the development of the next 

Education Sector Plan as part of the Global Partnership for Education (GPE). In this role, UNICEF is 

tasked with bringing together all education stakeholders, international and national alike, to define 

priorities for improved learning achievements and better education for children and adolescents. 
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In order to meet the growing demand for ECD programming, Government with the support of 

UNICEF and through the funding of the GPE, started the construction of 60 Early Childhood 

Development (ECD) classrooms. The classrooms are being built with accompanying WASH and 

playground facilities, which will improve equitable access to pre-school education. UNICEF 

reinforced the capacity of the MBSSE’s Early Childhood Development Unit and jointly with the 

MBSSE, brought together ECD experts to develop ECD training packages that were distributed to 585 

ECD teachers and caregivers. Sixteen thousand six hundred and ten (16,610) children in preprimary 

received learning materials. 

  

Reduction of open defecation: The Government in 2020 with support from UNICEF developed two 

national strategies; National Strategy and implementation on water safety plans (WSPs) to address 

challenges of water quality,  and a National strategy on Sanitation with a costed Action Plan for ending 

open defecation by 2025 and reaching universal access to basic sanitation by 2030.  

Through UNICEF’s direct intervention, 34,512 people (16,911 males; 17,601 females including 

children) now live in 68 open defecation-free (ODF) communities across five districts. Community-

Led Total Sanitation was implemented in 122 communities. UNICEF also supported the MoHS to 

revive the district-level task group on sanitation and strengthened their ODF verification and 

certification capacity. Women constituted a minimum 30 per cent membership in project management 

committees and implementation structures.  

Among other key results which can be highlighted are reaching significant progress and results in the 

following areas: In child and maternal health UNICEF supported the creation of five additional Special 

Care Baby Units (SCBUs) as part of the government’s plan to scale-up care for sick newborns in 2020, 

bringing the total to nine. The SCBUs admitted 5,032 sick newborns that had an 81.5 per cent survival 

rate saving over 4,145 lives.   

  

Moreover, taking the emergency response as an opportunity to strengthen the health system toward a 

longer-term vision, UNICEF supported the MoHS in developing strategic documents and programmes. 

UNICEF in coordination with UNAIDS, WHO and other partners supported the development of 

Elimination of Mother-to-Child Transmission (EMTCT) and Paediatric HIV strategic and Operational 

Plan.  The Universal Health Coverage (UHC) roadmap, which the MoHS developed in collaboration 

with UNICEF, WHO, the World Bank, and other partners, highlights the centrality of Primary Health 

Care (PHC) in achieving UHC with the commitment to increasing the domestic resource allocation to 

PHC and to redesigning, developing and sustaining a community-based PHC delivery model. Together 

with the revised CHW policy, which aims to improve efficiency, effectiveness, equity and 

sustainability through empowering women, focusing on hard-to-reach communities, integrating 

vertical programmes, and enhancing governance, it emphasizes the Government’s vision to ensuring 

equitable access to quality health services without financial hardship.  

  

UNICEF, as COVID-19 Supply Coordinator, supported Government coordination of the medical 

logistics pillar with supply forecasting, technical advice, coordination, and resource mobilization. 

Significantly much of the COVID-19 supplies including personal protective equipment (PPE), 

infection prevention and control (IPC), drugs, oxygen delivery and other medical equipment and 

commodities, as well as non-COVID-19 health and nutrition supplies such as vaccines, nutrition 
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therapeutic supplies, and drugs that are a part of the country’s Free Health Care Initiative were 

procured through UNICEF for the government. Additionally, two refrigerated trucks were procured for 

vaccine distribution to all districts, while eleven solar refrigerators were installed in two new districts.  

With support from UNICEF’s bio-medical engineer, a life-saving oxygen plant was rapidly set up at 

the first designated COVID-19 treatment center, using the available materials in-country, while 

instalment of three more plants will be completed in 2021.  

  

The COVID-19 vaccine application through the COVAX modality was initiated with coordinated 

support from UNICEF, WHO, World Bank and CDC. The concerted COVID-19 response efforts have 

contributed to slow down transmission of COVID-19 and maintained the case fatality rate at 3 per 

cent.   

  

With intensified community nutrition screening and admission coverage of severely acute 

malnourished children was increased from 61 per cent in 2019 to 73 per cent in 2020, and out of 

26,298 admitted, 22,011 children (97.5 per cent) were discharged as cured (by 31 October 2020).  

After a decade of advocacy by UNICEF and other actors, a bill on regulation of breastmilk substitutes 

was drafted and presented to the parliament. 

  

As part of the water, sanitation and hygiene sector (WASH) humanitarian response UNICEF facilitated 

the revival of the WASH Sector Pillar meetings at national level and established WASH 

Steering/Coordination committees at district level, supported the Ministry of Water Resources (MWR) 

in repairing 86 community water tanks to support water trucking and the provision of basic water 

supply services to 43,000 people in peri-urban and rural areas within and around Freetown. COVID-19 

awareness and prevention messages reached 13,225 primary and secondary school children (6,571 

boys and 6,654 girls) in 27 schools across five districts, this was done in collaboration with the MoHS 

and MBSSE, UNICEF reached. 342 health facilities received handwashing stations. 4,000 households 

in COVID-19 hotspot communities across districts received 4,500 handwashing buckets and 75,000 

bars of soap. 

  

The MBSSE Education Emergency Taskforce coordinated the development of the Education 

Emergency Plan and national COVID-19 emergency communication and social mobilization strategies 

and were rolled out in time for school re-openings. The Continuous Learning and Reopening pillars 

and training on safe school protocols and psychosocial support (PSS) training manuals for over 900 

master trainers to subsequently train 24,000 teachers was provided by UNICEF and its implementing 

partners. 

  

Under protection of children against violence, abuse, and exploitation UNICEF conducted an 

ethnographic study on Female Genital Mutilation and also formative research on child marriage. The 

studies will provide an understanding of the social and behavioral drivers of widescale harmful 

practices across the country. In addition, it will inform the dialogue and engagement needed to 

promote social norms change in 2021. As a part of the UNFPA-UNICEF Global Programme to End 

Child Marriage, UNICEF supported 12,000 adolescent girls on life skills training and empowerment 

activities which aimed to strengthen their agency to make healthy life choices, including delaying early 



    

  

Page 6  of  10 
 

 

    
  

 

Page 6  of  10 
  

   

marriage. 

  

Throughout the year, social welfare and justice sector service providers adapted as necessary to ensure 

continuity of essential services, including Mental Health and Psychosocial Support (MHPSS). With 

technical, financial, and institutional support from UNICEF and other partners, 15,841 children and 

family members were provided with MHPSS; 587 children with case management (296 girls; 291 

boys) and 18,229 children (9,870 girls; 8,359 boys) with legal assistance, education and representation. 

The Family Support Unit of the Sierra Leone National Police registered 4,138 cases of violence against 

children (3,425 females.; 713 males), with the vast majority (2,532) constituting sexual offences, 

mostly against girls.  

  

Within social policy and social protection UNICEF participated actively in the Inter-Agency Forum for 

Social Protection chaired by the Vice President which continued to serve as a platform for exchange of 

information and coordination across ministries.  

  

In 2020, UNICEF supported Government’s socio-economic response to COVID-19 under the Quick 

Action Economic Recovery Programme (QAERP), providing 29,000 households with cash transfers to 

mitigate the impact of COVID-19 on families and their livelihoods. Strong systems were put in place 

for managing cash transfers under the National Commission for Social Action with involvement from 

the Anti-Corruption Commission (ACC) for transparency and accountability, with the World Bank and 

UNICEF’s support. 

  

Within the framework of the national social protection sector and response to COVID-19, UNICEF 

supported the National Social Safety Net Grievance Redress Mechanism coordinated by the ACC, with 

750 community monitors all over the country. UNICEF provided financial contributions for 

monitoring, training and capacity building of community monitors on recording grievances, psycho-

social first aid and reporting on GBV using training modules developed under the PSS pillar. 

  

The results achieved were effective because they were carried out within the framework of UNICEF’s 

change strategies and approaches through applying a gender analysis, promoting gender equality and 

empowerment of women and girls.  

  

Communication for Development (C4D) was a strong component within all areas of interventions and 

a driver for the results achieved through community engagement and clear messaging. Studies, 

analysis and evaluations were carried out throughout the year as well as UReport, and the final reports 

contributed with evidence and guidance to further enhance programming for results. The country 

office updated and adapted the emergency preparedness and response plans and developed a 

contingency response to the COVID-19 pandemic. These were aligned with the overall UN and 

government’s emergency plans.  

  

For example, Sierra Leone being a country where a number of gender equality issues are underlying 
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and part of the core inequities in the country, putting women and girls at disadvantage. Several 

strategies and actions are required for the overall aim of preventing and responding to violence and 

harmful practices which affect women and girls. The CHW policy revision mentioned earlier aims to 

reverse the current male dominated CHW workforce by stipulating the target ratio of six women to 

four men in recruitment. Affirmative actions are needed to change the prevailing norms, deep-rooted 

belief concerning gender and power structure in society favoring men. 

  

Linking advocacy, social mobilization and community engagement (C4D) approaches to improve care-

seeking behaviors, UNICEF continued to strengthen partnerships with wide-range social and 

community-based platforms, including the Inter-Religious Council of Sierra Leone, national 

organizations networks and district/community radios. Under those platforms, more than 11,337 

traditional and faith-based leaders, community mobilisers, and Government partners reached over 1.5 

million people with essential health, parenting skills, child marriage and education through a mix of 

community dialogues, inter-personal communication, peer-support and radio discussions programmes.  

  

Among those reached, 847,935 women, men and youth were actively engaged in community dialogues 

and interventions around COVID-19 actions and maintenance of key family practices and positive 

social behaviors. Weekly radio programmes with district health teams on health emergencies through 

53 district/community radio stations helped to address increased COVID-19 information needs and 

mitigated rumors and misinformation in communities. 

  

Working through the media subgroup of the Risk Communication and Social Mobilization pillar, 

UNICEF also contributed to the development of national guidelines for journalists to report on 

COVID-19, wherein guidance is given on how journalists should report ethically on the social and 

economic impact of COVID-19, including the impact on education, economy, livelihoods, peace and 

security, child protection, and women and girls. 

  

U-Report provided reliable information on COVID-19 to community members. The polls sent out 

messages over 1.5 million times, with over 55,000 active engagements. A COVID-19 Information 

Chatbot was developed and engaged with over 1,450 unique users. Through EduTrac, powered by 

RapidPro, over 9,538 teachers were engaged in support of the MBSSE on multiple occasions. Topics 

including COVID-19 messaging for schools, Radio Teaching Program (RTP) information, school 

reopening guidelines were sent directly to the teachers at school level. 

  

UNICEF Sierra Leone has two field offices which played a crucial role in community presence and 

implementation of the above mentioned programmes. Lastly these drivers of results achieved were 

effective because they were carried out within the framework of UNICEF’s change strategies and 

driven by an office with effective and efficient management mechanisms in place, risk mitigation 

measures,  strong Information Communication Technology (ICT) support and administration, supply 

services and swift recruitments of additional staffing which facilitated a smooth  overall UNICEF 

programme operation in the country.  

[1] The Sustainable Development Goals (SDG), African Union’s Agenda 2063, the Sierra Leone 

Medium-Term National Development Plan (2019-2023), the UN-Government of Sierra Leone 
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Sustainable Development Cooperation Framework (UNSDCF) 2020 – 2023, UNICEF’s Strategic Plan 

2018 - 2021 (SP) and Gender Action Plan 2018 - 2021 (GAP), UNICEF’s Key Results for Children in 

the West and Central Africa Region (KRC)  

 

UN Collaboration and Other Partnerships 

Through collaboration and partnership with UN agencies, Government Ministries, Departments and 

agencies (MDA), donors, Civil Society Organisations (CSOs) and Non-Government Organisations 

(NGOs), considerable progress was achieved on several policy and programme-related areas of 

engagement between UNICEF and the Government of Sierra Leone in 2020.  

  

For example, UNICEF’s leadership and participation in multiple established pillars of the National 

COVID-19 response, with particular attention to the risk communication and social mobilisation and 

infection prevention and control Government-led pillars, ensured that issues affecting the lives of 

children in Sierra Leone received focused attention and translated to tangible results.  

  

Through concerted advocacy and collaboration with key partners, UNICEF played a critical role in 

supporting the Government to strategise its emergency response in UNICEF-supported sectors and 

respective pillars, to address capacity gaps, ensure minimum standards and more. Examples of this 

included teacher trainings in school safety protocols; provision of psychosocial support to students; 

youth engagement in community messaging on the importance of Infection Prevention and Control 

(IPC), and more.  

  

Some key achievements resulting from partnerships and collaboration in 2020 were the revision of the 

Community Health Worker (CHW) Policy and the completion and launch of Sierra Leone’s first ever 

Universal Health Care (UHC) roadmap, to guide a more effective primary health care coverage in the 

country through institutionalizing community health and nutrition service delivery. These 

achievements entailed significant collaboration and technical and financial investments from The 

World Bank, Global Fund, Gavi, UK FCDO, UNAIDS, WHO and UNICEF.  The revised CHW 

policy, which emphasises Primary Health Care (PHC) as a necessary condition for the achievement of 

UHC, will together with UHC contribute to improved infant and maternal health outcomes in Sierra 

Leone.  

  

In the fight to end child marriage, UNICEF’s support for adolescent empowerment, community 

engagement, social norms, and referrals to health services complemented UNFPA’s provision of 

quality health services and comprehensive sex education and translated to progressive achievements in 

protection of women and girls in Sierra Leone in 2020. Similarly, the UK FCDO funded Saving Lives 

in Sierra Leone Programme extended the UNICEF-UNFPA-WHO partnership platform to jointly add 

value to Government’s capacity to provide maternal, child, infant health and nutrition and reproductive 

health  and to procure essential commodities to sustain the health system – and COVID-19 emergency 

response  in Sierra Leone.     
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The Government’s vision outlined in the Medium-Term National Development Plan prioritises 

innovation and technology as a key driver to achieving development results. Accordingly, UNICEF’s 

partnership with the Directorate of Science, Technology and Innovation (DSTI) continued to support 

its mandate to help transform Sierra Leone into an innovation and entrepreneurship hub centered on 

pillars that include data for decision making, service delivery, and citizen (including adolescent) 

engagement. The youth engagement U-Report platform, extensively used by UNICEF in Sierra Leone, 

also synergised cross-sectoral interventions and results for children and youth by elevating their voices 

and enabling them to share their views on matters of importance to them.  

 

Lessons Learned and Innovations 

At a cross-cutting level, while the supply function was essential to the sectoral responses, challenges 

like shipping delays due to COVID-19-related border closures and attendant restrictions imposed by 

countries worldwide adversely affected the timely delivery of orders.   As a result, in 2021, it will be 

important for UNICEF to factor in more time into project implementation plans to avoid delays and 

there is a need to request extension on grant expiry dates. Other key areas from which the office is 

distilling lessons learned based on its work in 2020 are as follows: 

  

Humanitarian response: humanitarian-development nexus 

There is a need to strengthen the humanitarian-development nexus beyond the level achieved based on 

lessons learned from and implemented based on experiences from the Ebola epidemic. While, based on 

the Ebola experience,  COVID-19 response proved to be more effective and timely because it started 

off with response mechanisms through the Public Health Emergency Operation Center (PHEOC) 

pillars in programming implementation, it is clear that resilience needs to be more strongly built into 

the response through disaster risk reduction planning and preparedness.   The continued challenge of 

the COVID-19 pandemic and the emergence of a polio outbreak at the end of 2020, provide 

opportunities for the country office to undertake a thorough review of its current Emergency 

Preparedness and Response plans including a risk-analysis as an entry point for  strengthening risk-

informed programming in the Sierra Leone context and to support the government in reinforcing its 

capacity. 

  

Risk Communication and Community Engagement (RCCE) 

COVID-19 has further established Risk Commination and Community Engagement (RCCE) as an 

important cornerstone in emergency response and has provided continued opportunities to learn and 

improve its use. At the onset of the crisis, COVID-19 risk communication efforts focused almost 

exclusively on symptoms and prevention measures, while equally important messages to promote 

continued use of essential health and nutrition services and family practices were overlooked. Though 

this was corrected, the takeaway, as noted with other sector interventions, is to ensure a comprehensive 

and integrated approach (covering both humanitarian and development angles) of communication and 

social mobilization at the start of emergencies. Integration can result in efficiency and low-cost gains, 

as evidenced in the Long-Lasting Insecticide treated Nets (LLIN) campaign’s social mobilisation 

activities which promoted both LLIN use and adoption of COVID-19 safety measures. 

  

Influencers 

Engaging with local influencers has been a new and effective way of working for the country office. 

UNICEF collaborated with four footballers and three musicians, who through social media pages, 

national television and billboards, shared information to bring awareness and sensitisation on how to 

prevent COVID-19. The collaboration with the Sierra Leone Football Association (SLFA) was built 

from the successful lessons learned when the SFLA partnered with UNICEF on communications and 

media engagements (films, photos, radio discussions) during the Ebola outbreak. It was noted that 
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collaborating with institutions like the SLFA on awareness raising of a healthy lifestyle during health 

pandemics can be a very effective way of reaching a broader public. In 2021 UNICEF plans to 

continue developing standing relationships with influencers so that they begin to disseminate health 

and development messages from their own volition. 

  

Innovation 

UNICEF Sierra Leone continues to foster innovation and technology to accelerate results for children 

as a support tool for programmatic interventions and strategically at a system-wide level. In this 

regard, UNICEF works with the Government’s Directorate of Science, Technology and Innovation.  

  

In July 2020, Sierra Leone joined Project Giga, a UNICEF and International Telecommunication 

Union (ITU) joint initiative to connect every school to the internet, giving young people access to 

information. A roadmap has been agreed on with UNICEF providing technical assistance in advance of 

activities in 2021. 

  

UNICEF is part of the Generation Unlimited initiative, but due to the COVID-19 pandemic and 

restrictions, implementation in 2020 was delayed. UPSHIFT was equally negatively affected. UNICEF 

started to adapt and redesign the implementation strategies to a hybrid of in-person, remote and digital 

spaces, for example for the Reimagine Education global initiative to catalyse and scale up the 

approach. A lesson learned is to always have alternative implementation strategies as part of the 

overall project plan.  

  

In 2020 the COVID-19 pandemic focus turned to remote communication and engagement approaches, 

with high expectations for mobile technology. A heavy reliance on U-Report, for awareness and 

programme monitoring, showed the limits of U-Reporters in engaging with repetitious content. There 

is an opportunity to further define U-Report's strategic objectives and direction, particularly in relation 

to adolescent engagement. Piloting U-Report for rapid reporting in the RCSM pillar was challenging 

and more tools other than SMS are necessary to support real-time information sharing. There are also 

opportunities to support the Grievance Redress Mechanism using U-Report's underlying technology, 

RapidPro. 

  

Going forward UNICEF in Sierra Leone will update and adapt its annual workplan for 2021 with 

partners, and build on the above lessons learned and innovations through supporting line ministries and 

implementing partners to review lessons learned from the COVID-19 pandemic response in 2020 and 

ensure better integration of sector and cross-sectoral interventions in 2021 and future emergency 

responses. The country office will close ongoing evaluations in 2021, which will give further insights 

to how it can continue to enhance programming for children, adolescents and their families in order to 

leave no one behind. 

 
 

 

 

 


