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UNICEF PACIFIC THE SITUATION OF CHILDREN

The UNICEF Pacific Multi Country Office covers 14 Pacific Island Countries and Territories (PICTs) spread across 
a vast 30 million square kilometre area of the Pacific Ocean. Approximately 14 per cent of the estimated 2.57 
million population are aged between 0-5 years, and 40 per cent are aged under 18. Due to the uniquely chal-
lenging context with small, culturally diverse populations living across remote islands, most PICTs struggle 
to provide equitable, quality social services, especially to vulnerable and remote communities. The PICTs are 
repeatedly affected by natural and climate-related disasters, which complicate the structural challenges they 
face. Such vulnerabilities have an impact on their Gross Domestic Product, infrastructure and provisions for 
safe water and sanitation, agriculture, food security, tourism income, educational outcomes and often exacer-
bate the spread of disease. 

While individual countries have made good progress in meeting targets, the region is not on track to achieve 
any of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). This situation has been exacerbated by COVID-19 and 
the devastating toll that has come with it. Progress is needed in eradicating poverty, promoting inclusive 
economic growth, reducing inequality, addressing structural gender inequities, social inclusion, sustainability 
and climate action. 

The SDG target for maternal mortality has been achieved in nine PICTs, and the target for neonatal mortality 
has been reached in 10 PICTs. FSM, Kiribati, Nauru and RMI are not on track for neonatal mortality. Under 5 
child mortality has seen a slight decline; and is not on track in FSM, Kiribati, Nauru, RMI or Tuvalu.   

Stunting affects some one third of children in the Marshall Islands, Solomon Islands and Vanuatu, while more 
than half of children aged 5-19 in 10 PICTs are overweight. In general, there is a very high prevalence of over-
weight among 5-19 year old children in all PICTs, according to WHO criteria. 

Almost 15 per cent of people in the Pacific lack access to basic drinking water services, mainly in rural areas. 

Although access to WASH continued to improve over recent years, the 2022 WHO/UNICEF Joint Monitoring 
Programme (JMP) for WASH global report notes stagnation or regression in access levels across several PICTs, 
with the Pacific sub-region off-track to meet the SDG targets 6.1 and 6.2. This is with pronounced inequities 
across countries and in-country between urban to rural.

Some PICTs have achieved universal access to basic water, but there is big rural/urban disparity in access to 
WASH services, and growing concern around water quality and availability. 

Almost 30 per cent of the population lack basic sanitation services, and almost 14 per cent practice open 
defecation.

HEALTH AND NUTRITION 

CLIMATE RESILIENT WATER, SANITATION 
AND HYGIENE (WASH) 



Despite near-universal primary enrolment rates in the PICTs, some countries have declining trends, and primary 
completion rates average only 65.6 per cent. A significant proportion of children are failing to meet minimum 
standards, especially in literacy, despite a slight overall improvement in learning outcomes.

There has been a general increase in access to one year of early childhood education (ECE), which ranges across 
the PICTs from 55 per cent to above 90 per cent. In several countries, the absence of a coordinated multi-sector 
approach to early childhood development leaves children vulnerable to risks of lifelong cognitive deficits.

Enrolment rates in most countries drop significantly at secondary level, particularly for boys, leading to strong 
gender disparities. The regional average lower secondary completion rate is only 29.2 per cent, and for upper 
secondary completion, it drops to 10.2 per cent.

Children in rural areas are at a disadvantage in terms of access and academic achievement, and the limited 
available data on children with disabilities suggest that many are not in school. 

One in five Pacific Islanders live in poverty. Children, who make up 40 per cent of this population, are 
disproportionately affected as a result. For example, in Fiji (2019-20) the poverty rate for children aged 0-14 is 44 per 
cent, compared to the national figure of 30 per cent. 

According to Asian Development Bank, social protection in the Pacific covered 31.2 per cent of the intended 
beneficiaries in 2015-thus about two-thirds of eligible persons were left without support.

There has been progress in strengthening laws and policy on child protection, but the social welfare workforce is 
limited, and child protection services often operate without established procedures or standards.

There are longstanding kinship and family support systems in the region, but social norms allow abuse of and 
violence against children, and gender-based violence affects over a third of women in some PICTs. 

EDUCATION SOCIAL POLICY 

CHILD PROTECTION
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Solomon Islands has the 
highest Maternal Mortality 
Rate of the region, at 104 
deaths per 100,000 live 
births, whilst Fiji and 
Samoa’s are much lower, 
at 34 and 43, respectively

All PICTs have 
experienced a decline in 
infant mortality since 
2000, except Fiji.  The 
rate of infant mortality 
varies between 6.32 in 
the Cook Islands and 
39.21 in Kiribati

Poverty ranges 
from 0% in Tokelau 
to 41% in the 
Federated States 
of Micronesia

Children under 5 years of 
age are estimated to 
comprise about 25 per 
cent of the population of 
the 14 PICTs

690,265 people without 
basic sanitation in 
Kiribati, Solomon 
Islands and Vanuatu

More than 50 per cent 
of children aged 5-19 
are overweight (except 
in Fiji, Solomon Islands 
and Vanuatu)

11 countries have access to 
basic water and sanitation, 
and nine countries with basic 
hygiene access above 60% 
with key challenge in Kiribati 
and Solomon Islands

Up to one-third of 
children in RMI, the 
Solomon Islands and 
Vanuatu are stunted

Up to 44.8% of people in 
Solomon Islands and 
29.8% in Kiribati practice 
open defecation

25% 60%50% 44.8%690k 1
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Teen 
pregnancy is 

high, averaging 

         births per 1,000 
   adolescent girls aged 

  15-19 (over all PICTs)

Over a third of 
women aged 15 to 
49 in some PICTs 
reported having 
experienced 
intimate partner 
physical or 
sexual violence

46.29

&

       of the 
population in PICTs 
had access to basic 

drinking water in 2020 

                 only four countries             
              with data on hygiene    

     have access to 
basic hygiene 

above 

85%

50%

On 
average 

regionally,

(boys 46%, girls 60%) 
of Year 4 students met 
minimum standards for literacy,                 
    and 

   (boys 80%, girls 86%) 
     for numeracy

53%

83%

THE PACIFIC IN 
NUMBERS 
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UNICEF PROGRAMME VISION
2023-2027

The Multi-Country Programme (MCP) 2023–2027 guides UNICEF in supporting 

the governments of the Pacific to address the issues that constrain social 

services and ensure that children enjoy their full rights and potential. It is aligned 

with regional strategies, the UNICEF Strategic Plan 2022–2025 and Gender Action 

Plan,  as well as the United Nations Sustainable Development Cooperation 

Framework 2023–2027. 

The vision of the MCP 2023-2027 is that every child in the Pacific, including 

adolescents and especially the most excluded, survives, thrives, learns, is 

protected, and develops to her or his full potential, free from poverty in a safe 

environment and sustainable climate. 

The programme will build on existing system strengthening efforts and advocate for proper financing of 
primary health care interventions and work to revitalize immunization services, including by coordinating 
the Vaccine Independence Initiative and health systems strengthening. It also includes supporting ministries 
to strengthen and update climate and emergency risk into health planning. The programme will support the 
government to improve access to affordable, nutritious food for children, adolescents, and women. It will also 
work to promote healthy lifestyles and expand high-impact nutrition interventions.

HEALTH AND NUTRITION 

A large majority 
of women give 

birth in 

THE PRESENCE OF 
A SKILLED HEALTH 

PROFESSIONAL 

95% A HEALTH 
FACILITY

92%
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EDUCATION

The programme will support governments to improve the quality, relevance and inclusivity of ECE, linked to 

strengthened coordination of multi-sectoral early childhood development services. It will work to equitably 

develop children’s literacy, numeracy and life skills; design and test interventions to ensure children and 

adolescents stay in education; as well as build resilience in education systems by supporting evidence-based 

planning and budgeting. 

Access to ECE 
has increased 
overall in most 

PICTs

IN COOK ISLANDS, FIJI, 
KIRIBATI, NAURU, 
PALAU, TOKELAU,  
TONGA & TUVALU

EXCEEDING

90%

BUT UNDER 

IN SAMOA AND 
SOLOMON 
ISLANDS 

60%

Climate Resilient wash

The programme will support governments to address disparities and increasing concerns on water 

safety and water security in access to basic WASH services. It will also support improved, sustainable and 

disaster-resilient WASH infrastructure in communities, schools, health care facilities, services and practices, 

including open defecation. It will work to ensure that women are involved in the decision-making process 

for WASH services and planning, and that measures to change WASH behaviour are guided by evidence on 

barriers and enablers. The programme will also aim to close data gaps on WASH in schools and health care 

facilities. 
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SOCIAL POLICY

The programme will support the generation of vital data, including through Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys, 

to strengthen policies and strategy across the PICTs to reduce child poverty, and make households more 

resilient. It will promote the involvement of children in social sector planning, as well as support governments 

to use resources effectively to improve children’s wellbeing and to evaluate, develop and strengthen existing 

social protection programmes. 

CHILD PROTECTION

The programme will continue to support partners in building the capacity to protect children from violence, 

abuse, neglect and exploitation, and to counter their causes. It will contribute to the development of 

legislation, plans and services to protect children and ensure they receive justice, health, education and social 

welfare. It will work with partners to promote equitable relationships among adolescents, as well as positive 

parenting practices. At the same time, it will continue to support prevention and intervention services for 

children and families. 
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being subjected to severe 

physical punishment.  
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Maximizing 
opportunities to

 promote multi-sectoral 
coordination and 

integrated delivery
 platforms. 

Facilitating 
South-South 

cooperation through 
knowledge exchange 

and promotion 
of Paci�c regional 
cooperation. 

Ensuring 
that 

infrastructure 
and social 
services are 

climate-responsive, and 
resilient to crises and 

natural disasters. 

Filling critical data 
gaps and strengthening 

the use of evidence and 
analyses to inform 

policy, budgeting and 
programming. 

Leveraging 
resources and 
in�uencing public 

�nancing to 
increase investment in 

social sectors, 
with a focus on 

climate-�nancing 
opportunities. 

Generating 
evidence on 

high-impact,
value-for-money 

interventions by 
piloting appropriate 

models in the �eld, in 
partnership with 

government 
authorities. Engaging with 

children, adolescents, parents 
and community leaders to 

encourage social behaviour 
change to address 
harmful social norms. 

Strengthening 
institutional capacity to 

deliver quality and 
sustainable services. 

HOW WE 
WILL DO IT

Working with partners, UNICEF will adopt 
strategies in its programming to address 
structural causes of gender inequality, 
including barriers preventing access to 
education, skills and reproductive health, 
and lack of inclusion in decision-making.

UNICEF will leverage the potential of digital 
technology to inform programming and 
expand service delivery across the vast 
Pacific region, and within PICTs with 
remote and dispersed populations.     

UNICEF will invest in early childhood 
development by supporting governments on 
policy development for ECD and maximize 
integrated delivery of services. It will work with 
adolescents to promote meaningful engagement 
and contribute to their empowerment as agents 
of change.

Social and behaviour change strategies 
drawing on science and focusing on 
community engagement will be integral to 
UNICEF programming in order to address 
harmful social norms and build behaviours 
that benefit children.  

UNICEF programming recognizes the need 
for development strategies that enhance 
resilience to climate change and natural 
disasters, which engage children, 
adolescents and communities as agents 
of change. 

Gender 

Digital 
Transformation 

Early Childhood 
and 
Adolescence 

Social and 
Behavioural 
Change  

Climate Resilience 
and
Environmental 
Protection 

These underlying strategies will enable UNICEF 
to deliver results for children in the Pacific:
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$38m

$27m

$44m

$42m

$202m

$32m

$19m

HEALTH & NUTRITION EDUCATION

CHILD PROTECTION PROGRAMME EFFECTIVENESS

CLIMATE-RESILIENT WASH SOCIAL POLICY

BUDGET

The MCP 2023-2027 includes a proposed aggregate indicative budget of US$58.45 million from Regular 
Resources (RR), subject to the availability of funds, and US$144.75 million in Other Resources-Regular (ORR) 
for a total of US$203.2 million under the CPD budget. In addition, UNICEF Pacific anticipates raising at least 
US$67.4 million in Other Resources-Emergency (ORE), factoring in the regular occurrence of climate-related 
natural disasters across the region.  

Indicative Summary Budget 2023-2027 (US$ millions) 

Reference source: Situation Analysis of Children in the Pacific Island Countries - UNICEF Pacific 2021




