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Update on the context and situation of children 

 

In 2021, the situation of Madagascar’s nearly 14 million children, 9.4 million of whom were identified 

as living in multidimensional poverty as of 2018, was challenging as the COVID-19 pandemic 

persisted for a second year and the country’s south experienced some of the worst droughts in 

decades.   

The socio-economic impact of the pandemic continued to weigh heavy on Madagascar, where the 

World Bank estimated that it could cancel the progress made over the past decade in the fight against 

extreme poverty, which stands at 78 per cent in 2021, and push anywhere from 475,000–2,300,000 

Malagasy people below the monetary poverty line.  At present only 3 per cent of children are included 

in national social protection programmes. 

For children and women, the pandemic continued to constrain their access to basic services.  The 

health system remained stretched with already weak public infrastructure, lack of equipment and 

supplies, and gaps in the skilled health workforce. Diminished capacity of the health system today due 

to the pandemic, especially for routine immunization and other preventive care services for children, is 

likely to lead to an increase in future disease burdens in the country. 

Madagascar joined the COVAX facility, despite some delays, to participate in the global effort to 

vaccinate the population against COVID-19 and provided life-saving support for treatment, including 

oxygen, with the support of UNICEF in partnership with Gavi, the Vaccine Alliance, and the World 

Bank. Despite concerted efforts, COVID-19 vaccination coverage remained significantly below target, 

with only 2 per cent of the population fully vaccinated by the end of 2021.  A third wave of the 

pandemic could further undermine the country’s efforts at economic and social recovery. 

While school closure lasted about 2 months of the year, lockdowns and other containment measures of 

the pandemic resulted in detrimental effects on children's schooling, affecting millions of children 

from preschool to upper secondary level.  This included challenges involving school calendar, delayed 

exams and reduced learning hours during the school year.  Combined, these disruptions contributed to 

substantial learning loss where already two out of every five children do not complete primary 

education, and only 7.3 per cent of children aged 7 to 14 have basic skills in mathematics, and 23 

percent in reading, according to MICS 2018.  Impact of the pandemic on schooling also continued to 

raise concerns on the risk of children to the increased domestic and sexual violence, and exploitation, 

especially for girls.  The concern was further amplified especially when recent UNICEF-supported 

Multidimensional Overlapping Deprivation Analysis pointed to increasing gender difference in the 

vulnerability of girls to violence and child marriage.   

Madagascar’s Grand South saw seasonal rains fail again at the turn of the year following multiple 

consecutive years of drought, resulting in major drought conditions in 2021 that left 1.5-2 million 

people in need of humanitarian food assistance. Over 500,000 children became acutely malnourished, 

including 120,000 suffering from severe acute malnutrition.  The drought crisis also exacerbated 

gender-based violence (GBV), while further exposing women and girls to deeper poverty and 

decreased resilience.  The situation prompted UNICEF to declare a corporate Level-2 Emergency 

Response in July 2021 to call attention to and support the response.  A large-scale response was 

launched with partners to respond to the needs of 2.6 million people including 1.3 million children 

struggling from drought and other humanitarian crises. While famine was averted by the end of the 

year, the situation is expected to significantly deteriorate again in early 2022, during the January-April 

lean season.  

The combined impact of the pandemic and the drought is all the more concerning for Madagascar 

given that it has some of the weakest child-specific indicators in the world. Both infant mortality and 

under-five mortality have declined steadily during the last 20 years, but the last three years showed a 

reversal in this trend[1].  Stunting affects 39.8 per cent of children under 5 years [DHS, 2021]: 
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although a slight improvement of 2 percentage points since the 2018 MICS, the trend remains too slow 

to achieve the 2025 objective of 28 per cent nationally. Only 38 per cent of children aged 12–23 

months are covered by routine immunization.  Water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) indicators 

remain very concerning with only 17 per cent of the population having basic sanitation access.  

Despite these difficulties, the political, administrative and partnership landscape offered some positive 

developments in 2021.  Development plans of national schemes have been finalized, for example, to 

address community health and child marriage, and for WASH response in the south.  The country’s 

decentralization process continued with stronger accountabilities assigned to regional governors and 

sustained efforts to strengthen the capacities of decentralized local authorities.  The Government 

received important support from international financial institutions, including US$1.038 billion from 

the World Bank, to address the country’s development needs, respond to the humanitarian situation, 

and respond to COVID-19 pandemic.  New United Nations Sustainable Development Cooperation 

Framework (UNSDCF) has been jointly adopted by the government and the United Nations system 

reflecting strong joint commitment to achieving the Sustainable Development Goals while leaving no 

one behind.  Fully aligned with the UNSDCF, a new Country Programme of Cooperation has been 

established for the period 1 October 2021 to 31 December 2023. 

 

[1] IMR:      93/1,000 live births (DHS 1992); 40/1,000 live births (MICS 2018); 47/1,000 live births 

(DHS 2021)  

  U5MR: 163/1,000  live births (DHS 1992); 59/1,000 live births (MICS 2018); 75/1,000 live births 

(DHS 2021) 

 
 

 

Major contributions and drivers of results 

Under continued COVID-19 pandemic constraints, UNICEF Madagascar continued to implement the 

Country Programme with partners.  The highlights of contributions and results are summarized in this 

chapter. 

  

Health 

UNICEF’s support to the COVID-19 response consisted of supplying medical oxygen to all 22 

regions.  The intervention also paved the way for oxygen therapy uses in neonatal resuscitation and the 

treatment of acute respiratory infections (ARI) where ARI and air pollution claim more lives than 

malaria. The COVAX Facility roll-out was relatively late and COVID-19 vaccination only started in 

May. Since then, 700,000 people have been vaccinated, short of the official target of 1,000,000 people 

in 2021. Reasons for this shortfall include delayed adherence to COVAX, communication challenges, 

logistical constraints and some public hesitancy regarding the vaccine efficacy, which will remain a 

major challenge in 2022.  Despite these challenges, a UNICEF and Gavi-supported central cold chain 

system will support further roll-out of the vaccines in 2022. 

The polio campaign was a success with progress made in urban settings.  No major polio outbreak was 

documented during the year.  Integrated health services were scaled up in drought-affected districts, 

delivering key health interventions to 282,000 people through strengthened mobile services. Though 

the emergencies posed challenges in addressing child health throughout the country, UNICEF-

supported regions continued to maintain higher coverage of maternal, neonatal and adolescent services 

than in other regions.  For example, 45 per cent of births in UNICEF-supported regions occurred in a 

health facility, compared to 39 per cent outside those regions. Newborn resuscitation equipment was 

provided to 44 per cent of targeted health centres. Still, much remains to be done to make the health 

system fit for purpose. Important milestones in 2022 include: finalization of health financing strategy; 

operationalization of community health strategy; reduction of out-of-pocket family contributions; and 

establishment of community health worker basic package.  

 

WASH 



    

  

Page 3  of  7 
 

 

    

  

 

Page 3  of  7 
  

   

Substantial results were achieved in 2021 through climate resilient water supply support, which was 

provided to 110,000 community members residing across nine regions of the country, out of 22, where 

UNICEF focuses its interventions. Seventy-six municipalities (1.1 million people) in the UNICEF 

intervention regions were certified as open defecation free, while 20,730 schools nationwide benefited 

from intensified WASH support, including hygiene promotion and supplies, as part of UNICEF 

COVID-19 response. UNICEF supported the Government in improving the enabling environment for 

WASH by generating knowledge for the sector and leading the climate change and environmental 

response, including preparation for the 2021 United Nations Climate Change Conference. 

UNICEF scaled up its climate resilience approach with multiple water-use systems in the south. A total 

of 73 minor irrigation pumps (of 125 planned) were installed and connected, serving 36,500 people. 

The Groundwater Early Warning System was used to produce a drought alert system shared with all 

partners and three related Government staff were trained to operate it. 

To support central decision-making, UNICEF supported sectoral evidence generation, including a 

budget brief, a household water quality assessment and a cost-benefit analysis of value-added tax 

exemption for soap.  The programme continued to foster innovation—beyond technology use—for 

increased partner and community engagement.  

UNICEF provided support towards effective WASH Cluster coordination and emergency response 

assistance to around 1.7 million people affected by the year’s multiple crises. 

 

Nutrition 

 

UNICEF and its partners used the 2021 Nutrition for Growth Summit and the United Nations Food 

Systems Summit as opportunities to leverage national stakeholder nutrition commitments, resulting in 

a Presidential-level commitment. Another key milestone was the national nutrition strategy review, 

which informed the development of a new national strategy for nutrition for 2022–2026 and a national 

nutrition policy.  

UNICEF supported the implementation of a multisystem stunting reduction approach involving six 

regional ministerial structures, namely leads on health, agriculture, education, population, WASH and 

nutrition, with a complementary focus on early childhood development (ECD) and adolescent nutrition 

activities. UNICEF also technically assisted the Government through the World Bank-funded Projet 

d'Amélioration des Résultats Nutritionnels, aimed at strengthening the health system to deliver 

nutrition improvements in eight regions. This assistance included nutritional surveys and data analysis 

support, as well as nutrition service planning support and capacity strengthening for 122 clinics and 

737 community sites. Vitamin A supplementation reached only 28 per cent of all children 6-59 months 

old as the transition to routine services proves challenging. About 41 per cent of the population 

received iodized salt (up from less than 30 per cent in 2018), with UNICEF support. 

UNICEF scaled up its nutrition interventions in the drought-affected south across coordination, 

monitoring and supply.  It supported the deployment of a full-time dedicated coordinator for Nutrition 

Cluster to oversee interagency efforts at national level and in the eight affected districts. UNICEF led 

on the production of nutrition surveillance and early warning data through mass screening, with over 

470,000 out of the total 500,000 children aged 0 to five in the affected areas screened each quarter, as 

well as carrying out two rounds of nutrition assessments and Integrated Phase Classification analysis.  

UNICEF supported the capacity of 277 health clinics and over 62 mobile clinics.  68,651 children 

(35,012 boys and 33,639 girls) with severe wasting were admitted for treatment in both humanitarian 

and routine settings—a four-fold increase from 2020.  

  

Education 

 

The aforementioned 2018 MICS findings on the learning levels of Malagasy children prompted school 

curriculum revision for all nine primary grades. Mother tongue was adopted as a learning language for 

the first three primary grades as a key strategy to enhance reading. As part of UNICEF education 

response to address challenges related to containment measures of COVID-19 and drought, 750 radio 

programme scripts were written to facilitate home-based learning during school closures.  
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Education statistics revealed a meaningful increase in public school enrolment since 2019: increases of 

10 per cent for pre-primary, 16 per cent for primary and 12 per cent for lower secondary. These are 

mostly due to the Government’s October 2020 decision to abolish school fees, which brought hundreds 

of thousands of vulnerable children back to school.  UNICEF supported the distribution of school kits 

for 325,000 children, as well as teacher training to address the increased student cohorts.  UNICEF 

supported the construction of 19 new classrooms in targeted regions, as well as the building of new 

latrines and playgrounds, and planting of trees around them.  However, classroom construction 

remained vastly insufficient to accommodate growing student cohorts, as did efforts to expand school 

canteen availability. 

The system of community-supported teachers was stretched with increased pupil–teacher ratio, 

impacting teaching quality, especially in contexts where remote or online learning couldn’t be scaled 

up.   

The 22 regional directorates conducted catch-up classes that reached 90,085 out-of-school children and 

adolescents (50 per cent girls), with a primary school cohort of 73,730, primarily in the drought-

affected south, including 878 children with disabilities. 

UNICEF maintained its system strengthening approach with further support for the education strategic 

plan, central-level capacity-building governance initiatives and support for the creation of a pooled 

fund to enable Government to reduce its dependency on donor-driven projects. 

  

Child Protection 

Despite pandemic-related implementation challenges, UNICEF continued to support protection 

interventions focused on preventing and mitigating the risks of violence, including gender-based 

violence, exploitation and child marriage, as well as providing care and support and case management 

to survivors. 6,719 previously unregistered children received birth certificates and around 15,000 

children participated in the child protection activities of 300 children’s clubs in lower secondary 

schools across six regions. The national life skills programme benefitted 10,481 children (5,908 girls 

and 4,573 boys) in seven regions and 585 parents in two regions. In three regions, case identification 

and referrals were boosted by the establishment of 53 local community watch groups comprising a 

total of 171 members across eight municipalities, mainly women, who were trained to refer cases of 

violence and exploitation, including GBV, to child protection networks for case management. More 

than 650 children who had faced severe types of abuse (sexual violence, abandonment) received 

medical, psychosocial and/or legal assistance through UNICEF-supported services in 10 regions. 

Legal decrees related to adoption and foster care, as well as GBV, are pending adoption by the 

Madagascar Cabinet. UNICEF supported 245 child protection networks at district (47) and municipal 

(198) levels to coordinate child protection interventions, an increase from 164 in 2020, and 142 in 

2019, respectively. Advocacy to formalize and professionalize the social service workforce continues 

and the first ever child protection budget brief was disseminated. The Government submitted its 

written replies to the Committee on the Rights of the Child in advance of February 2022 dialogue.  

  

Social Policy  

 

A key data provider, the UNICEF social policy programme supported two major household surveys 

(DHS and the Household Consumption Survey) and contributed to the second voluntary national 

review of SDG progress, together with the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), the 

Resident Coordinator’s Office (RCO) and the national evaluation association. UNICEF also supported 

the implementation of the national evaluation policy. 

UNICEF supported the citizens’ budget and produced new budget briefs for social sectors to inform 

efforts to increase the fiscal space for children. However, the social budgets (health, education and 

WASH) remain below international standards[1]. 

As part of the emergency response to the drought in the south, UNICEF supported the Cash Working 

Group technical coordination towards a harmonized cash transfer response. Combined emergency cash 

transfer programmes reached 171,200 families (513,600 children). Thanks to the Foreign, 

Commonwealth and Development Office (FCDO), the Norwegian Agency for Development 



    

  

Page 5  of  7 
 

 

    

  

 

Page 5  of  7 
  

   

Cooperation and the United Nations Joint SDG Fund, UNICEF directly supported approximately 7,500 

families (22,500 children) with monthly humanitarian cash transfers and accompanying measures to 

promote nutrition, resilience and women’s empowerment. Similarly, in the south, UNICEF continued 

to implement the United Nations Joint SDG Fund programme for social protection [with the World 

Food Programme (WFP), the International Labour Organization (ILO) and the United Nations 

Population Fund (UNFPA)]. This involved the establishment of a single, harmonized registration 

system; the operationalization of the Anosy region social register; and the creation of a referral system 

or single window that will provide access to various services and programmes (e.g., health 

programmes and services for people living with disabilities). 

  

Gender and GBV  

UNICEF supported strong civil society mobilization during the year—particularly national civil 

society organizations (CSOs)—regarding the gender equality agenda, starting with the Gender 

Equality Forum organization and the establishment of six CSO-led action coalitions. UNICEF 

partnered with the French Embassy, UNFPA, the European Union (EU) and the Deutsche Gesellschaft 

für Internationale Zusammenarbeit-supported Fanainga programme to support CSO capacity 

strengthening on gender, GBV and strategic planning, as well as the consolidation of collective action 

for change. The coalitions participated in the ongoing national gender policy (PNEFH) development 

process through consultation and the preparation of a civil society vision for gender equality. With the 

University of Antananarivo, the French Embassy and Fanainga, UNICEF engaged 250 students from 

across Madagascar in a consultation process on gender equality, giving voice to youth-led action.  

To foster a sustainable transformation of the inequalities in gender power dynamics, UNICEF is 

leading in-country efforts to engage men and boys on the issue of gender equality.  This included (i) 

engaging fathers and boys on reinterpretations of positive masculinity; (ii) promoting parenthood and 

gender socialization; (iii) involving traditional, religious and local leaders in revising dominant ideas 

of masculinity and taking action to eradicate GBV and child marriage; (iv) and creating a multi-actor 

coalition for promoting positive masculinity, including a gathering over 20 governmental and non-

governmental entities to engage them on the priorities to be implemented through the PNEFH. 

Given the limited national GBV prevention and response capacities, and the exposure of women and 

children in drought-affected areas, UNICEF intensified action on GBV and the prevention of sexual 

exploitation and abuse (PSEA) by upskilling around 300 service providers, humanitarian actors, social 

workers and security forces on the identification, reporting and referral of GBV and SEA. An 

estimated 38,000 people (of whom at least 27,000 were women and children) received information on 

GBV response services and around 9,800 received orientation on PSEA and available reporting and 

assistance services. 

 

[1] 2022 draft finance law, reviewed by civil society, shows good prospects for social sector 

allocations. The health budget might increase by 12 per cent, while the Ministry of WASH and the 

Ministry of Population, Social Protection and the Promotion of Women might see greater increases.   
 

 

UN Collaboration and Other Partnerships 

Throughout the year, weekly or more frequent crisis management team meetings among agency heads 

were convened to forge effective and coordinated leadership of the UN system in responding to 

multiple crisis, including COVID-19 pandemic and the drought in the south. Within the United 

Nations Country Team, UNICEF played a leading role on several levels, where it led interagency 

communications, operations and monitoring and evaluation working groups.  As a member of the 

Humanitarian Country Team’s PSEA joint task force, UNICEF provided technical advice on PSEA 

priorities for emergency and non-emergency contexts, best approaches, content and messaging for 

SEA prevention and risk reduction.  UNICEF significantly contributed to implementing the joint 

PSEA 2021 workplan, including by organizing and facilitating capacity building for service providers 

and humanitarian actors in emergency contexts. UNICEF led or co-led the WASH, nutrition and 
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education humanitarian clusters, as well as the Cash Working Group and child protection sub-cluster. 

UNICEF participated actively in the implementation of the new UNSDCF as the social pillar lead, 

engaging in various exercises, notably around joint workplans, prospective analysis, disaster risk 

reduction, gender coordination and a new convergence approach for joint programming.  UNICEF 

joint programmes involved WFP, ILO, the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 

the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), the United Nations 

Peacebuilding Fund, the United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs and the 

Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS). 

Partnerships with CSOs were crucial in 2021.  UNICEF signed 27 programme documents with CSOs 

in 2021, up from 20 documents in 2020, which reflected growth in UNICEF Madagascar’s budget, 

especially in relation to the emergency in the south.  Apart from its role in responding to the socio-

economic impact of COVID-19 pandemic and drought, civil society partnerships grew in importance 

also in non-emergency programming, following the 2020 country programme evaluation observations 

on the need to diversify programme implementation partnerships beyond the Government. 

To help children survive, thrive, and fulfil their potential, UNICEF updated its resource mobilization 

strategy and developed partnerships in 2021 with: central and regional Government entities; United 

Nations agencies (World Health Organization, WFP, UNFPA, ILO, UNESCO, UNAIDS); public 

sector donors (the World Bank, the EU, the United States Agency for International Development, the 

African Development Bank, FCDO, the Directorate-General for European Civil Protection and 

Humanitarian Aid Operations, the governments of the Republic of Korea, Norway, Japan, Canada and 

Denmark); private sector donors (Ambatovy and national committees); international NGOs (Médecins 

Sans Frontières, Action Against Hunger, Medair, Humanity and Inclusion); local NGOs; and young 

people. 

Innovations such as virtual visits, thematic funding from the KfW Development Bank and participation 

in grants of green funds together with UNDP further contributed to portfolio diversification and 

increased funding. 

UNICEF and the World Bank expanded their partnership to address the nutrition crisis, increase 

WASH service access and respond to the impact of COVID-19 in support of Government. These 

outcomes are evidence of UNICEF’s successful positioning in Madagascar as an effective and strategic 

partner that delivers results for children. 
 

 

Lessons Learned and Innovations 

Lessons Learned 

At the final year of a country programme cycle, UNICEF had a valuable opportunity to assess lessons 

learned and innovations. The lessons and the need for such lessons were accentuated by the 

humanitarian situations faced by Madagascar and its children during the year. 

First, UNICEF Madagascar’s consistent positioning on climate change and environment began to gain 

traction among donors, for example, around the WASH eco-village concept, and satellite mapping of 

water sources. UNICEF advocated to bring together social and environmental concerns, which had 

been two separate and siloed sectors in Madagascar.  With increased appreciation and understanding of 

the complex linkages between the environmental conservation/climate change efforts and those of 

development programming for child well-being, UNICEF Madagascar initiated several new 

interventions to address children’s concerns at this confluence: for example, UNICEF procured air 

pollution monitors for widespread use; implemented a joint programme on child protection issues 

around vanilla production; and produced a study on the impact of mining mica on children in their 

communities.  

The importance of supporting the country’s deconcentration and strengthening the accountability of 

regional authorities has been reemphasized as an important lesson for UNICEF, especially since these 

remain among key bottlenecks to effective programme delivery.  For example, efforts to mobilize 

communities can be fragile, costly, short lived and un-replicable, if pilots are set up without explicit 

vision for the regional governments to scale-up and sustain them.  An increased and formalized field 
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presence of four new field offices, in the new country programme, with a more senior, technically 

oriented team, is an important step to supporting progressively stronger local capacity and 

sustainability. 

  

Innovations 

In 2021, UNICEF Madagascar finalized and launched an end-user supply monitoring (EUSM) tool in 

some regions, a system allowing UNICEF staff to check whether distributed supplies had arrived as 

planned, were in correct working order, and were used appropriately by the intended end user. Using 

an Android application with geolocation capabilities, the EUSM tool identifies nearby service points 

and displays inventory of supplies which have been delivered. This innovative system responded to a 

clear information gap for UNICEF in the country and will be put to scale in 2022.  The EUSM allows 

any staff members to undertake monitoring of supplies across sectors, including by UNICEF drivers, 

while strengthening supply chains, especially in nutrition, WASH and health. 

Involving consultations with 175 people and implementing partners, UNICEF prequalified partners for 

WASH community mobilization projects along entities that agreed to contribute to the investment and 

management of the constructed WASH infrastructures.  This arrangement saved time and reduced 

contractual challenges, especially for the drought response in the south, including the World Bank-led 

US$23 million support to rehabilitate 600 boreholes. 

In-house, UNICEF Madagascar introduced new approaches to help rationalize staff field trips with 

results delivery as core purpose.  For example, missions from Antananarivo to rural areas, especially in 

a COVID-19 context, require investment in staff time and financial resources, while possibly 

disrupting field-based colleagues’ workplans, if not planned carefully.  A new field mission validation 

tool was introduced to help prioritize trips and ensure that field staff time and logistical capacity are 

first dedicated to the implementation of activities. In addition, UNICEF introduced the concept of a 

virtual visit in 2021, where virtual visitors were guided, for example, through a primary school and a 

nutrition site in Androy region over Zoom. The virtual option had the benefit of much lower cost, less 

staff time and many more participants to the trip, overall a hugely positive experience for all 

concerned.  

In 2022, the Madagascar country office will continue to address the drought in the south and support 

the response to the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic while ensuring preparedness for other possible 

natural disasters. 

 
 

 
 

 


