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As of May 2020, there are an estimated 9.3 million children on the move in West and Central Africa 

(WCA), including 5.9 million internally displaced children,1  1.1 million refugee children2 and 2.2 million 

children migrating internationally.3 The current COVID-19 pandemic could have a disproportionate 

impact on children on the move in the region, if they are not included in response and post-pandemic 

recovery plans. Not including this particularly vulnerable group would be a gross neglect of the 

collective engagement to the sustainable development goals (sdgs) and “leaving no child behind”, 

the UN’s principle to achieve the post-2030 agenda.

the opportunity

The COVID-19 pandemic and related 
restriction measures will have a profound 
impact on societies and economies globally, 
and in WCA in particular. In the midst of the 
current crisis and its lingering effects, children, 
adolescents and young people are our hope. 
This young generation, if well supported, could 
play a central role in reconstructing their 
countries which will limit their exposure to 
unsafe migration. For instance, the COVID-19 
crisis is creating the opportunities or the space 
for young social entrepreneurs and start-ups 
to prototype and incubate innovative ideas 
as a response to this global crisis, including 
production of personal protection supplies 
and distance-health monitoring devices. 

In several countries of WCA, specific 
outreach strategies had been developed to 
reach children on the move with essential 
services and psychosocial support prior to 
the pandemic. mobile teams have proven 
helpful  to identify and support the children 
who are at risk or victims of violence, 
even more relevant during the COVID-19 
crisis. one-stop social welfare shops 
(ossws) have been established as an 
entry point and a pathway to successfully 
reaching the children on the move and 
other vulnerable children with multi-sectoral 

services, including child protection, 
health, education and legal assistance.  

Both strategies are flexible and can easily be 
adapted to local contexts and circumstances 
and thus, could offer an excellent opportunity 
in terms of outreach and quality of services 
during and after the COVID-19 crisis. 
during the pandemic, they are offering 
an opportunity to link up health and social 
workers across sectors to operationalize 
a team of “essential service providers” for 
health, psychosocial support and child 
protection outreach. Beyond CoVid-19, 
they will remain as sustainable mechanisms 
to help reach vulnerable children with a 
package of multi-sectoral social services.

Mobile teams in the time of COVID-19

Under UNICEF’s programme for children on the move 
in WCA funded by the UK Government since 2018, 
mobile teams have been piloted in three countries 
(Burkina Faso, Guinea and Mali), showing promising 
results in better identifying and reaching the most 
vulnerable children. The mobile team strategies 
seem to be particularly relevant when children are 
increasingly confined at home and unable to visit 
child protection or other essential social services. 
In guinea, Red Cross staff have joined the existing 
mobile teams to play a double role in providing 
multi-sectoral services to vulnerable children and 
detecting cases of violence and COVID-19. 

in the time of CoVid-19, 
children on the move must 
have continued access to multi-
sectoral services, including 
protection, education and 
psychosocial support.  
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the challenge 

The COVID-19 pandemic is likely to 
exacerbate existing vulnerabilities in WCA. 
Children on the move could be at higher 
risk of violence and exploitation in the 
streets or by smuggling networks.

For many of them, the essential protection 
measures for COVID-19 transmission – staying 
at home, distance learning, physical distancing 
and regular handwashing with soap and 
water – are not available or applicable: they 
often live in cramped conditions with limited 
access to safe water and clean toilets (e.g. 
internally displaced populations or refugee 
camps, urban dwellings, bus stations, etc.). 
They may also struggle to obtain access to 
accurate information on COVID-19 prevention 
in a language that they understand. 

For out-of-school children, catch-up classes 
and vocational training have been suspended 
in many countries in the region. This could 
push those children who were previously 
reintegrated into alternative learning 
opportunities back into unsafe migration, as 
they see no other opportunities being offered. 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, children on the move, 
especially forcibly displaced children, are facing higher 
exposure to sexual exploitation and abuse because of : 

• Their increased dependence on humanitarian or 
external aid

• High demand and limited access to food and health 
supplies

• Limited access to essential social services including 
information on how to protect themselves

• Restricted access to reporting channels to be identified 
as a victim and referred to the services

Results and impact

Migration is not a stand-alone issue. It is a 
cross-cutting area that contributes to at least 
four of the Key Results for Children (KRCs)4 
– the priorities identified by UNICEF in WCA 
in line with its Strategic Plan 2018–2021.
Investing in UNICEF’s migration programming 
will help protect children on the move and 
other vulnerable children against violence 
and exploitation and support their access 
to essential services, including education, 
protection, health and WASH services.  
By 2021, uNiCef aims to reach 80,000 
children on the move and other vulnerable 
children in wCa with these multi-sectoral 
services. 

Supporting children on the 
move: linkages with the Key 
Results for Children

• KRC#5 Violence against children: As of March 2020, 
close to 32,000 children and youth on the move and 
other vulnerable children had received protective 
services through UNICEF-supported migration 
programming. In Niger, since the introduction of the 
OSSWS in June 2019, UNICEF and partners have noted 
a significant increase in the number of unaccompanied 
children assisted: from six (prior to June 2019) to 52 
children per month. 

• KRC#7 Birth registration: Children on the move, 
in particular internal migrant children and those 
returning from migration, receive support for their 
birth registration as part of a package to improve their 
access to essential services and their socioeconomic 
reintegration.

• KRCs #3 and #4 Education: As of March 2020, over 
2,000 children on the move and other vulnerable 
children had been referred to education and over 1,500 
to vocational training or apprenticeships through 
UNICEF’s migration programming in WCA.
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sustainable approaches

UNICEF, in WCA and globally, has been working 
on the protection of children on the move for 
several years. Our experiences show promising 
signs of how mobile teams and one-stop shops 
can become a core part of the child protection 
systems, by expanding its outreach or 
strengthening the existing services for violence 
prevention and response. 

In Burkina faso, following establishment of 
OSSWS and mobile teams and through enhanced 
coordination with child protection networks at 
decentralized level, stakeholders developed an 
interregional referral mechanism for vulnerable 
children who may be on the move internally. 

In guinea, the government has included 11 
social workers initially deployed with UNICEF’s 
support in its civil/public services, making their 
positions permanent and sustainable. 

In Niger, OSSWS have been set up in remote 
areas, serving as an outreach post for child 
protection services, with increased human 
resource capacity.  

UNICEF’s efforts to ensure children on the 
move are supported with family tracing and 
reunification, which help to strengthen case 
management systems for all vulnerable 
children. In mali and the gambia, UNICEF 
is supporting the development of a national 
child protection case management system 
through providing tools, strengthening 
referral pathways and developing Standard 
Operating Procedures, taking into account 
the specific needs of the children on the 
move. Based on UNICEF-supported pilot 
projects to provide temporary care for 
unaccompanied children through host 
families, ministries of social affairs in Guinea 
and Chad will be supported to develop 
national guidelines for foster care. 



4Cross-cutting areas  Children on the move   Reaching out to PaRtneRS in the time of coViD-19

why partner with uNiCef? 

as the leading child rights agency, UNICEF 
supports governments in the region to make 
sure that children on the move, who are among 
the hardest to reach, have access to multi-
sectoral services to ensure realization of their 
rights and full potential. this unique expertise 
is even more essential in the current COVID-19 
context, with all children facing additional 
barriers to accessing essential social services, 
including protection services, and therefore, the 
“new modalities” (e.g. flexible approaches and 
mechanisms) are required to reach them.

Apart from mobile teams and ossws, other 
interventions developed and tested by UNICEF 
within its migration programming would offer 
the additional opportunities in the current 
context: 

Provision of alternative care: Existing networks 
of foster families set up to temporarily take care 
of children on the move during family tracing 
and reunification processes can be activated to 
receive those who are without parental care as 
a result of COVID-19 (e.g. because of hospital 
admission or death of parents). 

Youth employability: School closures as well 
as economic impacts of lockdown on families 

Perspective: Youth and employability

In the context of current migration programming, 
UNICEF is supporting the referral of children and 
youth to education opportunities, vocational training 
and apprenticeships. However, lessons learnt show 
that it is important to partner with other key actors 
as well as the private sector, international financial 
institutions and other uN agencies (uNdP, ilo, etc.) 
to offer a sustainable social and economic integration 
package for youth that respects their rights fully. 
Together with these partners, UNICEF proposes 
to develop a strategy for skills development for 
adolescents, including those who have never been to 
school. Such a strategy should offer low-skilled youth 
an opportunity to access vocational training, followed 
by decent employment in the formal sector, where 
possible. UNICEF is also talking to partners such as 
BmZ (germany) and uNdP to integrate “green skills” 
in the strategy, given that the region could suffer 
disproportional effects of climate change, given its 
geographic location (e.g. Sahelian band). 

and households may lead to long-term or 
permanent school dropout. Lessons learnt 
from UNICEF’s socioeconomic reintegration 
programming for children on the move can 
inform the development and implementation 
of an inclusive skills development strategy 
as an essential component of the COVID-19 
recovery plans. 
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Value proposition

With an estimated running cost of around 
US$4,000 per month, a mobile team can reach an 
additional 40 children with multi-sectoral services 
every month. During the pandemic, health centres 
continue to be operational and could offer an 
entry service point for other sectors. This is why 
the establishment of multi-sectoral service points 
(one-stop shops) in these health centres or through 
mobile teams are cost-effective strategies to reach 
the most vulnerable children with prevention and 
response to violence, including sexual violence. 
The ongoing global public health crisis provides an 
opportunity to accelerate the investment in scaling 
up such joint service points or mobile teams.

Current needs (2020–2021)

The total budget for 2020–2021 to protect an 
additional 80,000 children on the move against 
violence and exploitation and to support their 
access to essential services is US$14 million for 

Children on the move: How can you 
support the accelerated progress?

• Establish and reinforce joint mobile teams between health 
and social workers, and integrate members of mobile teams 
in existing community-based surveillance systems.

• Support fast-track case management, including family 
tracing and reunification, in full respect of child rights and 
child protection safeguards for returnee children in the 
COVID-19 context. 

• Train and equip one-stop shops, mobile teams, transit 
centres and child-friendly spaces to serve as a feedback 
mechanism and/or alert system.

• Expand cash transfer programmes to vulnerable families with 
children as part of the socioeconomic reintegration process. 

• Establish a skills development programme for children on 
the move and other out-of-school children, including social 
entrepreneur skills to support the COVID-19 recovery and 
green skills to tackle climate change issues.

eNdNotes
1 Humanitarian Response Plan/Humanitarian Needs Overview, OCHA 2020    2 UNHCR 2020    3 UNDESA 2019    4 Access to education (KRC#3)  
  and improved learning outcomes (KRC#4), prevention of violence against children (KRC#5) and birth registration (KRC#7).

CoNtaCts
Kristien Van Buyten kvanbuyten@unicef.org and Andrew Brooks abrooks@unicef.org (WCARO Child Protection);  
Sandra Bisin sbisin@unicef.org (WCARO Partnerships) 

Children on the Move: 
Financial requirement 2020-2021 by intervention for 10 targeted countries  

estimated budget (us$) 2020- 2021

Budget allocation by intervention (1-5 below) in % or proportion

1: Multi-sectoral mobile teams and community surveillance systems

2: Feedback mechanisms and alert systems

3: Temporary care and case management

4: Cash transfer to families and returning children and youth

5: Skills development programme

* Cross-border case management, knowledge management and technical supports

the 10 countries targeted, including the regional 
office’s support budget.

Nigeria

Burkina 
Faso

Guinea

Senegal

Niger
Mali

Côte 
d’Ivoire

The Gambia

Guinea-Bissau

 340,000

 400,000

 510,000

 1,280,000

 1,050,000
 1,050,000

Mauritania

 1,480,000

 310,000
 2,720,000

 4,210,000
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 650,000*

Regional office
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