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Overview
Effective social policies help give every child an equitable chance in life. 
Programmes like cash transfers, health insurance and education subsidies 
provide a safety net that protects children from the lifelong consequences of 
poverty. Good social policy depends on reliable data that help governments 
plan and budget where it is most needed. Social Policy priorities in the Pacific 
region are aligned with most of the Pacific Island Countries and Territories’ 
(PICTs)  development goals and will contribute to the progress towards SDG 
1 and SDG 16 in particular.

Social Policy
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Social policy programmes help protect families 
from falling into severe poverty, especially during 
emergencies. © UNICEF/2018/Chute

2020 -2022 projected economic growth (GDP) 

SDG 1: End poverty in all its forms everywhere.  

SDG 16: Promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable 
development, provide access to justice for all and build effective, 
accountable and inclusive institutions at all levels.

The pandemic has adversely 
impacted levels of domestic 
finance, foreign aid, and 
remittances, putting pressure 
on spending on essential social 
services by governments, 
households and development 
partners. It will take several 
years for PICT economies to 
go back to the pre-COVID level. 
The most vulnerable include 
female-headed families, who 
are consistently shown to have 
higher poverty rates than male-
headed households. Children 
with a disability are also among 
those groups of children 
most affected by poverty. 
During economic downturns, 
governments often reduce 
or cancel social programmes 
leading to more children falling 
into the cycle of poverty.

A special needs teacher works with 
a child with a disability. These social 
programmes need to be expanded and 
protected from economic impacts. 
© UNICEF/2020/Shing.

Country 2020 growth (%) 2022 projected growth (%) 
Cook Islands -5.9 7.1

Fiji -15.7 8.8
FSM -3.9 2.0
Kiribati 0.6 2.3
Nauru 0.8 1.0
Palau -10 10
RMI -2.6 4.0
Samoa -3.2 3.1
Solomon Islands -4 5
Tonga -0.8 1.8
Tuvalu 1.0 3.0
Vanuatu -8.5 5

Source: Asian Development Bank (ADB)
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Where we 
are now

UNICEF’s Social Policy  (2023-
2027) multi-country programme 
contributes to reducing child 
poverty and strengthening 
household resilience to shocks 
and stress such as natural 
disasters, climate change, 
public health emergencies and 
economic downturns. 

 
Key Elements

• Enhancing the quality, integrity 
and use of disaggregated data 
and evidence on children and 

adolescents at the national 
and sub-national levels, as well 
as consistent monitoring and 
reporting at national, regional and 
global levels on the situation of 
children and adolescents.

• Promoting a strengthened 
and more child-centred public 
financial management system 
which includes prioritization and 
use of resources.

• Amplifying child and youth 
(especially girls and young 
women) voices and strengthening 
inclusive youth, child-centred 
and integrated social sector 

What is 
UNICEF 
doing?

Sound policy 
intentions and 
programmes 
have not always 
translated into 
meaningful results 
for children, as they 
are not supported 
by adequate, 
efficient and 
equitable public 
spending in the 
related areas.

Youth participation 
platforms across 
the PICTs, provide 
a space for youth 
to engage in the 
development and 
implementation 
of policies and 
programmes that 
concern them.

 © UNICEF/2015/Dan McGarry

Opening of  the Fiji National Youth 
Climate Action Summit.  
© UNICEF/2021/UNICEF Pacific

Child Poverty 

There is growing evidence that children experience poverty more acutely than 
adults and that the negative impacts on their development can have profound 
and irreversible effects into adulthood. Children from poor households will 
need to overcome incredible odds to escape poverty.

Social Protection
Social protection effectively reduces poverty and strengthens household 
resilience to external shocks such as the impact of climate change, natural 
disasters, and COVID-19. Since 2017, several PICTs have made progress in 
developing social protection systems. The Cook Islands, for example, have 
formal protection systems with social assistance schemes for vulnerable 
children, those with disabilities and the elderly. However, this isn’t the case 
throughout the region. The COVID-19 response and recovery packages, 
including social cash transfers, have indicated a stronger political will and 
created an opportunity for further strengthening social protection systems for 
the vulnerable. One of the most common forms of social protection in PICTs 
is education support, though once again, this differs between countries.

Public Finance for Children
Public spending in social sectors important for children, such as health, 
nutrition, water, sanitation and hygiene, education and social protection, tends 
to be low in the Pacific. However, social and economic policies across the 
PICTs are increasingly addressing the rights of children and other vulnerable 
groups. For example, children and women feature prominently in Fiji’s latest 
generation of national development strategies. Nonetheless, in many cases, 
sound policy intentions and programmes have not always translated into 
meaningful results for children, as they are not supported by adequate, 
efficient and equitable public spending in the related areas. For example, 
COVID-19 has snapped health systems back into focus and revealed glaring 
gaps and challenges in domestic health expenditure in the Pacific, which 
varies significantly from country to country.

Health expenditure (Average % GDP)

Marshall Islands,  
Micronesia, Palau and Tuvalu

PNG, Fiji

14.5%

3%

The region faces several 
barriers to economic 
growth, including distance 
from global markets, a 
limited and fragile resource 
base, sparsely distributed 
land and population, 
inability to achieve 
economies of scale, political 
instability, vulnerability 
to changes in the global 
economy and vulnerability 
to natural disasters.  Slow 
economic growth and 
exposure of the economy to 
shocks has led to a poverty 
of opportunity in PICTs.

Poverty Rates (latest available year)

FSM (2013-14)
Fiji (2019-20)

Cook Islands (2005-06)
Tonga (2015-16)

Tuvalu (2010)
Palau (2005-06)
Nauru (2012-13)

Samoa (2018-19)
Kiribati (2006)

Vanuatu (2019-20)
Solomon Is (2012-13)

Niue (2002)
RMI (2019-20)

Tokelau (2015-16)

41%

30%

28%

27%

26%

25%
24%

23%

22%

16%

13%

13%

8%

0%

Sources: (various) UNICEF, ADB, KNSO-UNDP, 
PICT government statistic offices.

Source: Lowy Institute

Data and Evidence

Pacific island countries have very limited capacity and systems to monitor 
the situation of children and track progress against key development 
goals. Without such data, informed programming and evidence-based 
policymaking are hardly possible.

Children, Adolescents and Young People’s 
engagement

There is a range of youth participation platforms across the PICTs, 
which provide a space for youth to engage in the development and 
implementation of policies and programmes that concern them. Youth 
Councils exist at the national and state levels in many countries, as 
do youth summits and other engagement mechanisms. However, 
coordination among multi-agency bodies is still lacking.

Child Rights reporting 
All Pacific Island countries have ratified the Convention on the Rights of 
the Child (CRC). The Convention stipulates periodic reporting: initial report 
within two years of ratification and subsequently every five years. In most 
Pacific countries, the social ministry is usually the government’s lead on 
reporting and implementing core human rights treaties. However, these 
ministries tend to be understaffed, have high turnover and are poorly 
resourced despite broad mandates on social issues.
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development planning, budgeting 
and effective implementation of 
national and sector policies and 
plans at the national and sub-
national levels.

• Building a more comprehensive, 
climate-smart, disaster-resilient, 
shock-responsive, disability, 
youth, gender-responsive and 
child-sensitive social protection 
system.

The Social Policy programme 
aims to ensure that by 2027, more 
children and adolescents will benefit 
from enabling policies and social 
protection to live free from poverty, 
including in emergencies.

To achieve this, UNICEF will support 
Governments in targeted PICTs 
to enhance their capacities to 
generate, analyze and use evidence 
to design, finance, implement, 
monitor and report on social policies 
and programmes that reduce 
multi-dimensional child poverty and 
progressively realize the rights of all 
children. UNICEF will also work to 
strengthen the institutional capacity 
of PICTs to develop, deliver and 
monitor equitable child-sensitive 
and shock-responsive social 
protection systems.

Reliable data helps 
policymakers and 
communities identify 
problems, pose solutions 
and direct resources where 
they are most needed. 
UNICEF is well positioned 
to provide governments, 
civil society, and the 
private sector with the 
necessary capacity to 
measure programmes 
that reduce poverty in all 
its dimensions for every 
child. UNICEF is one of the 
partners of choice for data 
and evidence generation 
on children, as well as one 
of the technical leads in 
supporting governments 
to design and implement 
social transfers for children 
in PICTs. UNICEF directly 
contributes to national 
capacity building, which 
in turn contributes to 
enhanced capabilities of 
governments to generate, 
analyze, monitor and use 
data and evidence for 
child-centred development 
planning, monitoring and 
reporting. 

 © UN0259600 

Estimated budget for the 
Social Policy programme 
2023-2027:

US$19 Million

Government officials in Fiji learn about 
the latest data collection methods used 
in emergencies at a UNICEF-supported 
workshop. © UNICEF/2020/Peckham 

UNICEF  
Pacific Multi Country Office 
 
Cook Islands, Fiji, Kiribati, Republic 
of Marshall Islands (RMI), 
Federated States of Micronesia 
(FSM), Nauru, Niue, Palau, Samoa, 
Solomon Islands, Tokelau, Tonga, 
Tuvalu, Vanuatu.
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Telephone: (679) 3300439 
Email: suva@unicef.org


