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OVERVIEW

The key planned outcome of UNICEF’s child protection program in 
Pakistan is that girls and boys are protected from violence, exploitation 
and neglect, which collectively may be referred to as “abuse”.  The two 
main programme components are protecting children from violence 
and increasing the percentage of children whose births are registered.

Protect children from violence
Available evidence indicates that an abused child’s well-being will 
be negatively impacted in both the short and longer-term, impairing 
their health, ability to learn and to socialize, with additional adverse 
consequences likely to arise in later years. UNICEF’s child protection 
work in Pakistan focuses on strengthening child protection systems 
overall and building the capacity of families, communities, and the 
government to promote the right of the child to protection, as well as 
prevent and respond to reported cases of child abuse in an effective 
manner, as per the 2009 and 2016 recommendations of the Committee 
on the Rights of the Child.

In December 2018, Pakistan’s National Assembly passed a resolution 
which recognized the rights of every child as well as mothers.1 In 
particular, the House said that it would make all efforts to ensure 
that “every child is in school and learning well, safe from all kinds 
of domestic and external harm.” The resolution also stated that 
the House “forcefully condemns merciless practices of the sale of 
children, internal human trafficking, child abuse, child pornography, 
and prostitution, and recommends strong legislation to curb these 
inhuman and brutal offences.”

While the 1929 Child Marriage Restraint Act states that the minimum 
age for marriage is 18 years for boys and 16 years for girls, it is not 
always enforced. A sizeable number of girls marry before 18, and a small 
number marry before 15.² However, there is progress. The province of 
Sindh raised the age of marriage for girls to 18, the province of Punjab 
is working on a bill to do the same, and work is also underway to raise 

the age at the federal level — all in keeping with the Convention on 
the Rights of the Child.³  However, more needs to be done to foster 
social and attitude changes towards child marriage in impoverished 
communities.

Improving birth registration
Currently, the births of only one-third (34 per cent) of children under 
five are registered, with rural rates significantly lower than urban rates 
– 23 versus 59 per cent. This leaves almost 60 million children under 
the age of 18 years unable to prove their birthdate, place, parentage 
and citizenship legally.  

In December 2018, Pakistan’s National Assembly passed a resolution 
in which it recognized the rights of every child as well as mothers.4 

This includes the right of every new born child to birth registration and 
pledged that the mechanisms for proper registration of all newborn 
children would be improved across the country.

The failure to realize the right of the child to birth registration 
significantly compromises their right to be protected from harm. The 
UNICEF Pakistan Country Office provides the Government of Pakistan 
with technical support to strengthen birth registration. Registration 
offers legal proof of a child’s existence and identity; it consists of a 
permanent and universal recording of a child’s birth within the civil 
registry or its equivalent. As an accurate record of age, it can help 
prevent child labour and child marriage and protect children from 
being treated as adults by the justice system. In times of disaster, 
undocumented children are at an even greater risk if they are separated 
from their parents or caregivers.
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Only one-third (34 per cent) of children 
under age five are registered in Pakistan.

EVERY CHILD IS PROTECTED GLOBAL 
TARGET

SDG 16: Sustainable Development Goal 16.2 aims 
to end abuse, exploitation, trafficking and all forms 
of violence and torture against children

SDG 8.7: Take immediate and effective measures 
to secure the prohibition and elimination of the 
worst forms of child labour, and by 2025, end child 
labour in all its forms

SDG 5.3: Eliminate all harmful practices, such as 
child, early, and forced marriage

Goal 1 of the Asia-Pacific Regional Action 
Framework 2014: Universal civil registration in 
Asia and the Pacific by 2024

UNICEF 
PAKISTAN 

TARGET

UNICEF will work so that, by 2022, girls and 
boys access child protection preventive and/or 
response services primarily through public case 
management and referral systems in at least 
two provinces of Pakistan, and communities 
practice positive behaviours contributing towards a 
protective environment for children. Cross-sectoral 
work will engage education, health and nutrition 
programmes.

UNICEF will also work so that, by 2022, 65 
per cent of girls and boys under the age of five 
are registered, with universal birth registration 
achieved and embedded within a civil registration, 
and vital statistics systems established in at least 
two provinces. 

Children around the world face violence, abuse, and 
exploitation that UNICEF and partners are working to 
prevent, by building systems to protect children, respond to 
their needs, and end a culture of tolerance for violence.

Henrietta Fore
UNICEF Executive Director

Timely birth registration is a ‘passport for protection’ for a 
child. The digitalization of the birth registration process, and 
collaboration with various government departments as well 
as with the private sector, are the way forward to achieve 
universal birth registration for every child in Pakistan.

Jabeen Fatima Abbas 
UNICEF Child Protection Officer in Sindh

“
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“

“



UNICEF PROGRAMME IN PAKISTAN 2018-2022: EVERY CHILD IS PROTECTED6 UNICEF PROGRAMME IN PAKISTAN 2018-2022: EVERY CHILD IS PROTECTED 7

HOW UNICEF WILL HELP ACHIEVE RESULTS

UNICEF provides the Government of Pakistan with technical support 
to strengthen the realisation of the right of the child to protection from 
all forms of violence and exploitation.

If key provincial and regional institutions are supported to contribute 
towards evidence-based policy formulation for the delivery of the 
cross-sectoral child protection mandate…

If provincial/territorial governments establish effective mechanisms 
to receive, monitor and investigate reports of cases of child abuse, 
including referral where necessary and when required…

If duty bearers and rights-holders benefit from a strengthened 
protective environment for children underlying conducive 
behaviours and practices… 

…Then by 2022, girls and boys receive appropriate services – be it 
from the perspective of prevention or response – primarily through 
access to an effective public child protection case management 
and referral system, in at least two provinces and one territory 
of Pakistan, and communities practice positive behaviours 
contributing towards a strengthened protective environment for 
children.

VIOLENCE AGAINST CHILDREN
THEORY OF CHANGE

UNICEF provides technical support for the Government of Pakistan to 
strengthen the realisation of the right of the child to birth registration.

If digital birth registration is implemented across the Punjab and 
Sindh provinces…

If a legislative and regulatory framework to register children 
without parental care is developed...

If a comprehensive, cross-sectoral Civil Registration and Vital 
Statistics strategy is developed with clear modalities for embedding 
provincial birth registration data into the national civil registration 
and vital statistics (CRVS) system…

…Then by 2022, 65 per cent of under-five girls and boys will be 
registered in Pakistan, with universal birth registration achieved 
and embedded within CRVS for at least two provinces of Pakistan 
– Punjab and Sindh, the two most populous provinces.

BIRTH REGISTRATION
THEORY OF CHANGE
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DATA PROFILE

Birth registration
While significant disparities do not appear to exist between girls and 
boys, birth registration rates in urban centres are far higher than in 
rural areas (59 per cent vs. 23 per cent). Disparities are also clear 
across wealth quintiles – among the poorest and most marginalized, 
the births of only 5 per cent of children are registered, while this rises 
to 71 per cent among the country’s richest households.

Birth registration across provinces and regions
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Source: Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys (MICS) from Punjab (2014), Sindh 
(2014), KP (2008), Balochistan (2008), GB (2016-17), FATA (2007) and AJK (2008).

Violence against children
There is a significant dearth of official data relating to all forms of 
violence against children. Limited data exists in Punjab and Sindh on 
children aged 1-14 who experience psychological aggression, physical 
punishment or violent behaviour as a form of discipline (based on the 
2014 Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys). 
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Source: Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys (MICS) from Punjab (2014), Sindh (2014) 
and GB (2016-17).

Methods of discipline on children aged 1-14 in Punjab and Sindh

Children 
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experienced 
violence
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to physical 
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• On average, three-quarters of children experienced psychological 
aggression (74 per cent in Punjab, 78 per cent in Sindh).

• Two-thirds experienced physical punishment (68 per cent in 
Punjab, 63 per cent in Sindh).

• One-third experienced severe physical punishment (27 per cent in 
Punjab, 35 per cent in Sindh).

• Only seven per cent of children experienced only non-violent 
forms of discipline (six per cent in Punjab, eight per cent in Sindh).
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ACCELERATING CHANGE IN PAKISTAN
Violence against children 
From the limited data, it is fair to conclude that physical and psychological 
violence is pervasive in Punjab and Sindh — the two most populous 
provinces — suggesting the magnitude of the issue across all socio-
economic cohorts and geographies. Indeed, with regard to children 
below 12 years of age, the use of physical and psychological violence 
would appear to be condoned under Section 89 of the Pakistan Penal 
Code, provided it is an “act done in good faith for the benefit of the 
child (under 12 years of age), by consent — either express of implied 
— of the guardian” (unless it is “with the voluntary intent of causing 
grievous hurt”).

No data is currently available on child labour, however the provincial 
governments of Pakistan have commissioned surveys which will start 
in mid-2019 with technical support from UNICEF. The provincial survey 
results will also be consolidated into a national report.

Birth registration continues to grow
UNICEF has made significant progress towards scaling up birth 
registration systems. An innovative, hybrid digital-paper approach 
was piloted in 2015, based on a public-private partnership with the 
government and Telenor — the second largest cellular and digital 
services provider in Pakistan. This model was scaled up to five 
additional districts and two cities of Punjab and Sindh in 2018. A similar 
model will be replicated in Gilgit Baltistan and Pakistan Administered 
Kashmir in 2019. A paper-based version was successfully used in some 
districts of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and Balochistan in response to a need 
for local, context-based solutions, with further scale-up planned for 
2019. UNICEF advocated for strengthening national and subnational 
technical capacity on civil registration and supported the establishment 
of the Civil Registration and Vital Statistics (CRVS) Technical Support 
Unit in the Ministry of Planning, Development & Reform. With DFID, 
UNICEF provided ongoing technical assistance to the governments 
of Punjab, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, Sindh, and Balochistan to develop 
provincial CRVS strategies led by provincial planning departments. 
South-South cooperation was enhanced through the first International 
CRVS Summit of South Asian countries held in Islamabad with UNICEF 
support, bringing commitments of support for CRVS in Pakistan from 
development partners including the World Bank and DFID. A South 
Asia Civil Registrars meeting resulted in an action plan to enhance 
regional knowledge-sharing on civil registration.
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EQUITY
Partnership to protect children
UNICEF works to strengthen the established child protection systems 
in the provinces of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and Sindh. In particular, 
we work to establish and strengthen effective and coordinated 
mechanisms for prevention and response. This includes monitoring of 
the ongoing needs of boys and girls who are at risk of, or are already 
victims of violence and exploitation, both within developmental and 
humanitarian contexts. The impact of poverty and social exclusion on 
the ability of families and communities to care for their children is also 
taken into account. To date, two regions — Balochistan (2016) and Gilgit 
Baltistan (2018) — have passed legislation aligned with the Convention 
on the Rights of Children, both with UNICEF support. To translate 
legislation into supportive systems, UNICEF provided technical 
support to establish a model child protection case management and 
referral system in Balochistan.

Interventions focus on the complex interaction between social factors 
or norms and national policies and legislation. UNICEF uses evidence-
based advocacy strategies to support engagement with lawmakers 
and change-agents at national and subnational levels, whilst promoting 
positive social customs and behaviours in violence-prone areas.

The prevalence of child labour, child marriage and teenage pregnancy, 
and violence against children varies based on factors such as socio-
economics, gender and geography.

Child labour at subnational level
Percentage of children engaged in labour

Source: Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys (MICS) from Punjab (2014), Sindh (2014), 
KP (2008), Balochistan (2008), GB (2016-17), FATA (2007) and AJK (2008).
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Violence against women 
Some 32 per cent of young women between the ages of 15 and 49 
have experienced physical violence since the age of 15, while 19 per 
cent of those surveyed have experienced physical violence in the 
last 12 months. Rural and impoverished women and girls appear 
especially susceptible to violence. More women and girls living in rural 
communities (34 per cent) have experienced physical violence in their 
lifetimes than those in urban settings (28 per cent). The former also 
experienced a higher rate of physical violence in the past 12 months 
(21 per cent) than their urban counterparts (16 per cent). Women in the 
lowest wealth quintile experienced the highest rates of violence (25 
per cent), especially compared to those in the highest wealth quintile 
(11 per cent). 

Child and early marriage
Pakistan’s fairly high prevalence of child marriage appears to be 
slowly declining, a promising trend for progress on SDG 5, Target 3. 
Approximately 14 per cent of young women aged 15-19 are currently 
married, a slight decrease from 16 per cent in 2006. Some 21 per 
cent of women aged 20-24 were married before the age of 18, and 
3 per cent before they were 15 years old, while 6 per cent of women 
between the ages of 20 and 49 married before they were 15. In 2007, 
25 per cent of women between the ages of 20-24 were married before 
they turned 18, but this decreased to 21 per cent in 2012.⁵

Teenage pregnancy and motherhood
Percentage of women age 15-19 who have begun childbearing

Source: Pakistan Demographic and Health Survey 2017-2018.
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CHALLENGES

Ensuring protection for every child in Pakistan will require overcoming 
several challenges. 

Birth Registration

Enabling environment:
• The legal exclusion from the birth registration system of key 

groups of children is of concern. No legislative and regulatory 
framework exists for refugees and those without caregivers or 
living in alternative care.

• Social norms and societal attitudes are related to the concept of 
identity, which is articulated primarily through an ethnicity (and 
other sub-groups) lens rather than under a duty-bearer and rights-
holder determinant.

Supply — Availability of essential commodities 
and services:

• Weak administrative governance structures, specifically at the 
Union Council level.

• A lack of essential commodities and supplies, such as requisite 
hardware and software.

• Lack of capacity building and incentives for staff.

Demand:
• Use by citizens of birth-registration service is compromised by 

bureaucratic hurdles in the application process and high costs in 
terms of money and time required.

• Many parents are not aware of the process and do not perceive 
any benefit in registering their child at birth.

• Poverty, illiteracy and lack of services in rural areas compound 
these barriers.

Violence Against Children

Enabling environment:
• A number of negative social norms and societal attitudes towards 

violence against children serve to perpetuate the situation in the 
country.

• The Committee on the Rights of the Child highlighted several 
issues of concern in Pakistan, including a low minimum age of 
marriage for boys and girls; all forms of violence against children; 
age assessment with regard to children in conflict with the law; 
and the extremely high number of children involved in child labour. 

• Problems relating to the effective implementation of applicable 
laws for the protection of children is compounded by a lack of 
coordination and accountability among the relevant actors.

• A quality child protection case management and referral system 
has yet to be established.

Supply — Availability of essential commodities 
and services:

• There is a lack of operational coordination between sectors (social, 
health, justice, etc.) at various levels and an insufficient number of 
specialised social welfare and justice professionals.

• Parents and caregivers are often unaware of the existence of the 
minimal protective services available for children in the country, 
resulting in the majority of children not receiving support of any 
kind from formal service providers.

• The political climate is not conducive to ensuring that every refugee 
child born in Pakistan can be registered.

• Pakistan has a history of recurring large-scale natural disasters 
including floods, earthquakes and droughts.

• Informal urban settlements have high population growth rates and  
lack basic services, including protective services.
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LOOKING FORWARD

The Child Protection programme focuses on the right of the 
child to birth registration as well as protection from violence 
and exploitation. 

UNICEF's aim is that by 2022, girls and boys will be able to access 
child protection preventive and response services, as appropriate, 
primarily through public case management and referral systems in 
at least two provinces and one territory of Pakistan. UNICEF is also 
working towards widespread social norms and practices of non-violent 
behaviours, contributing towards a safe, protective environment for 
children. UNICEF's second planned result is that by 2022, 65 per cent 
of under-five girls and boys are registered in Pakistan, with universal 
birth registration achieved and embedded within CRVS in at least two 
provinces of Pakistan.

By 2022, UNICEF Pakistan plans that: 

• Key provincial/regional institutions contribute towards evidence-
based policy formulation for the delivery of the cross-sectoral 
child protection mandate, specifically to address violence and 
exploitation within a coordinated public child protection system.

• Provincial/territorial governments establish effective mechanisms 
to receive, monitor and investigate reports of cases of child abuse, 
including referral where necessary and when required.

• Duty bearers and rights-holders benefit from a strengthened 
protective environment for children underlying conducive 
behaviours and practices, eventually contributing to positive social 
and cultural norms.

• Digital birth registration is implemented across the provinces of 
Punjab and Sindh.

• The Ministry of Planning, Development and Reform endorses a 
comprehensive cross-sectoral CRVS strategy with clear modalities 
for embedding provincial birth registration data into the national 
CRVS system.

• Children without parental care are registered through an inclusive 
legislative and regulatory framework.



UNICEF PROGRAMME IN PAKISTAN 2018-2022: EVERY CHILD IS PROTECTED20 UNICEF PROGRAMME IN PAKISTAN 2018-2022: EVERY CHILD IS PROTECTED 21

RESEARCH, KNOWLEDGE, EVALUATION

There is a need for more data collection and analysis, including on 
gender-based violence, psychological aggression, physical punishment, 
the use of violent behaviour as discipline and exploitative child labour. 
Legal and policy frameworks are being developed, although challenges 
remain with regard to effective implementation.

When the results of the child labour survey become available, it will be 
important to disseminate them widely and agree on recommendations 
to change policies and systems.

• United Nations Children’s Fund, A Passport to Protection: A 
Guide to Birth Registration Programming
www.unicef.org/protection/

• United Nations Children’s Fund, Every Child’s Birth Right: 
Inequities and trends in birth registration
www.unicef.org/publications/index_71514.html

• The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, 
Articles 7 and 8
www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/crc.aspx

• A scandal of invisibility: making everyone count by counting 
everyone
Setel, P W et al. (2007). The Lancet. “Who Counts? 1 Series”. 
www.who.int/healthinfo/statistics/WhoCounts1.pdf

Under normal circumstances, Ali Asghar Solangi, the local Muslim 
marriage registrar and prayer leader at the local mosque, does not 
work with Shabira, a local Lady Health Worker. But things changed as 
they both endeavored to help register the birth of every child in the 
Sondo union council where they live, in the Thatta district of the Sindh 
province.

Both are working as facilitators for a UNICEF digital birth registration 
project aimed at increasing birth registration rates in nine districts 
of Sindh and Punjab. They are equipped with smart mobile phones 
to collect children’s data for registration, which is then sent directly 
to a central dashboard at the district level, using a mobile phone 
application. The overall goal is to support universal birth registration in 
Pakistan, where only one-third of the births of under-five children are 
currently registered.

Tasked with registering every child under 18 years of age in his village, 
Ali Asghar started by registering his own son, 14-year-old Shahnawaz. 
The first family he went to refused to share information about their 
five unregistered children, aged 2-12. Afraid that their refusal might 

REAL LIVES, REAL CHANGE
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negatively influence other families in the village, Ali Asghar was 
determined to find a solution. Having heard that the mother often 
sought advice from local Lady Health Worker Shabira, he asked the 
latter for help.

“I told the parents that their children did not exist in public records, 
which could lead to them missing out on services and aid should there 
be a natural disaster,” Shabira says. This proved successful, as the 
parents finally agreed to share all the required information.

The Digital Birth Registration project began as a pilot in 2016 in a 
few union councils of the provinces of Sindh and Punjab. More than 
nine out of ten children were registered under the project, which 
was extended to additional districts, in close cooperation with the 
provincial governments. The programme is based on a public-private 
partnership that brings together UNICEF, the provincial governments, 
local governing bodies and Telenor -- the second largest cellular and 
digital services provider in Pakistan.

Ali Asghar continues to engage with communities to make them 
aware of the benefits of birth registration -- the official recording of a 
child’s existence, which helps safeguard their civil, political, economic, 
social and cultural rights. In particular birth registration, as an accurate 
record of age, can help prevent child labour and child marriage; protect 
children from being treated as adults by the justice system; and 
reduces the risks in case they are separated from their parents or 
caregivers during a natural disaster. 
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