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Preface

What role do NGO-UNESCO partners play in the fight against the current pandemic? How to best support 
populations, particularly the most disadvantaged and isolated ones, as aligned with UNESCO’s priorities?
What kind of strengthened cooperation between NGOs and UNESCO is needed to face the new challen-
ges of this changing world?

I am delighted with this project spontaneously initiated by eight NGO partners, which provides answers to 
these questions. 

These are questions that I have been asking myself, as the current President of the International Confe-
rence of NGOs and the Liaison Committee, in the face of the unprecedented and global crisis we are ex-
periencing. This report demonstrates the choice of NGO-UNESCO partners to engage on a path of global 
solidarity alongside UNESCO.

The consequences of the pandemic affect all the citizens of the planet, and the most vul-nerable ones are 
the worst hit. In the face of this difficult situation, the exceptional mobilisation of NGO-UNESCO partners, 
and more broadly of civil society, is a beacon of hope. 

This epidemic represents an unprecedented test of the concept of global citizenship and global solidarity. 
The sharing between NGOs and reciprocal aid on the different continents have made it possible to create 
an effective informal network against the virus, capable of relaying reliable information and opening up 
prospects for a more equitable world that leaves no one behind. 

As the world recovers from this pandemic, the need for international organisations to take into account the 
expertise of NGOs and their effectiveness will be indispensable in defining priorities for global solidarity, a 
guarantee of universal peace. What if this project was to pave the way to a new form of NGO-UNESCO col-
laboration and to a strengthening of their partnership which has become essential in the current context?

Marie Claude Machon-Honoré
President of the International Conference of NGOs

 and the Liaison Committee NGO-UNESCO 2018-2020
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Foreword 

The coronavirus outbreak on March 2020 has shaken up the whole world. Immediately, NGOs grasped the 
scale of the COVID-19 crisis – then only of sanitary nature. A collective of eight NGO-UNESCO partners 
then spontaneously formed, thereby initiating a solidarity network at the service of local populations and 
their international associations, which they knew were on the front line in the fight against the pandemic. 

In this year marked by the COVID-19 crisis, this project resonates both universally and personally. Above 
all, it is a reflection of the engagement, the solidarity and the determination of civil society to undertake 
social transformations based on the universal values of justice, equality and human dignity. This project 
demonstrates that the actions of civil society around the world are decisive in the construction of a new 
narrative – a world more just and inclusive. 

As for me, this project has been a real source of inspiration and hope. It has allowed me to concretize my 
desire to take action in a context of imposed lockdown and to follow the global impact of the pandemic as 
closely as possible. The preparation of this report has undoubtedly enhanced my knowledge of UNESCO 
by providing a holistic view of its missions. Interactions with NGO partners have enabled me to grasp the 
importance of what UNESCO represents, both for NGOs and civilian populations. This report therefore 
complements my experience at the UNESCO World Heritage Centre, where I am currently a volunteer. 

Without claiming to be exhaustive, this report presents an overview of the situation and impact of the 
COVID-19 crisis and the responses initiated at regional, national and local levels to address it. From field 
reports to institutional reports, this publication draws on a variety of reliable sources to highlight the ways in 
which NGOs are supporting communities around the world. The preparation of this report is part of UNES-
CO’s valuable network of cooperation with NGOs. As such, and in order to maintain the cohesion of the 
action carried out as part of the COVID-19 response, the report is structured around UNESCO’s five fields 
of competence: Human and Social Sciences, Education, Communication and Information, Culture and Na-
tural Sciences. It aims to enrich the current dialogue by highlighting the relevance of NGO action and the 
decisive role of multi-stakeholder engagement in achieving the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.

Jeanne Lebaudy
Author of the report

NGOs’ solidarity is response to the pandemic 
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List of abbreviations

In the present report, the following terms «NGO» or «NGO partners» shall exclusively refer to the eight 
NGO-UNESCO partners named hereunder: 

Association Montessori Internationale, International Movement ATD Fourth World, Business and Professional 
Women International, Centre Catholique International de Coopération avec l’UNESCO, International Fellowship 
of Reconciliation, Make Mothers Matter, World Organization for Early Childhood Education, South Asia Founda-
tion.

For the sake of simplicity, the following abbreviations will be used:

(By alphabetic order)

AMI: Association Montessori Internationale

ATD Fourth World: International Movement ATD Fourth Monde

BPW: Business and Professional Women International

CCIC: Centre Catholique International de Coopération avec l’UNESCO

IFOR: International Fellowship of Reconciliation

MMM: Make Mothers Matter

OMEP: World Organization for Early Childhood Education

SAF: South Asia Foundation

UNESCO: United Nations Educational, Scientific, Cultural Organization

WHO: World Health Organization
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Introduction

From the very beginning of the pandemic, a collective of eight NGO partners of UNESCO has created a 
network initiative of solidarity in order to interact with their local associations. They are collaborating to-
gether and sharing initiatives, including the ones from UNESCO, to implement appropriate and effective 
global actions in response to the COVID-19 pandemic.

Several Facebook groups have been created in Africa (Ivory Coast, Central Africa, Anglophone Africa, 
Madagascar), South Asia, Asia Pacific, North America, Latin America, Europe, Lebanon. 

The feedback from the field enables a global chronological and thematic vision of the evolution of the crisis 
experienced by local populations. The objective is three-fold: to share the realities of the situations expe-
rienced in the field and alert about the needs ; to report examples of exceptional solidarity initiated by civil 
society on all continents ; to propose a new vision for the post COVID-19 period taking into consideration 
the experiences of the local communities.

The widely diverse actions of these NGOs and their different approaches have enabled them to create 
an effective network of global solidarity with the support of UNESCO, including Field Offices and National 
Commissions, respecting their shared values.

This report, more than a catalogue of initiatives in the field, is intended to contribute to UNESCO’s reflec-
tions, with a view to finding new and innovative responses to the global crisis.  It also aims at  strengthening 
the NGO-UNESCO partnership, by enriching an indispensable dialogue between civil society and UNES-
CO to mitigate the economic, social, cultural and humanitarian consequences of the current crisis. 
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Social and Human Sciences

Chapter 1

Bangladesh © Rural Reconstruction Foundation/MMM
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Faced with an unprecedented global health crisis, the COVID-19 virus is shaking the foundations of our societies. 
Much more than a health crisis, this is a humanitarian crisis. It calls us to recognise our «shared responsibility» and 
the critical need for «global solidarity».1. As we realise our collective interdependence within the human community, 
our response can only be one of solidarity and global action to save human lives and overcome the devastating so-
cio-economic impact of the coronavirus.

The crisis has dramatically illuminated the disparities on our planet, revealing a fractured, highly unequal world. The 
COVID-19 pandemic has a «true multiplier effect» in that it increases the needs of people in all countries while ma-
king them even more difficult to meet. 

Without claiming to be exhaustive, this chapter provides an overview of the main issues and actions taken to address 
them in the implementation of the COVID-19 response in the field of human and social sciences. The NGOs’ huma-
nitarian response plan highlighted the following priorities: 1) fighting the progression of poverty towards a reduction 
in inequalities; 2) inclusion of marginalised people, who are particularly vulnerable in the current context; 3) intensi-
fication of the fight for gender equality; and 4) involvement of young people in the changes needed to leave no one 
behind. In general, the aim is to combat hate speech, stigmatisation and discrimination and to understand the social 
consequences the crisis is having on human relations (e.g. social climate within families, social and ethnic groups). 
The fight for human rights is at the heart of UNESCO’s NGO partners’ fields of action. By favouring an approach 
based on human rights and cooperation for development, the various NGO initiatives support UNESCO’s efforts, in 
accordance with their shared values. The NGOs note that remarkable outpourings of solidarity have been shown 
throughout the crisis, creating a truly positive dynamic worldwide. This chapter thus aims to demonstrate the effec-
tiveness of collective cooperation and the strength of «acting together», which guide the work of UNESCO’s NGO 
partners.  

« The COVID-19 pandemic is a global phenomenon with consequences 
that are already dramatic in many areas. UNESCO, and its Social and Human 

Sciences Programme in particular, is being called upon in various ways. A major 
challenge prevails beyond all our potential actions: to protect human health and 

dignity and to respect universal values in the current context. » 

UNESCO, Social and Human Sciences Sector

1.  Nations Unies. Shared Responsability, Global Solidarity : Responding to the socio-economic impacts of COVID-19.

https://en.unesco.org/covid19/socialhumanresponse
https://unsdg.un.org/sites/default/files/2020-03/SG-Report-Socio-Economic-Impact-of-Covid19.pdf
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1. 1. Reducing inequalities 

According to the United Nations Development Pro-
gramme, the World Human Development Index (HDI) 
– which jointly measures education, health and living 
standards worldwide – is on the verge of falling for the 
first time since it is was designed in 1990. This decline 
is expected in the majority of countries, rich and poor, 
in all regions of the world2.

 

The shutdown of entire economies ordered by go-
vernments to stem the spread of the virus represents 
a real setback in the fight against poverty, wiping out 
decades of progress. In a report published last June, 
the World Bank predicted a 5.2 per cent contraction 
in global GDP by 2020, the worst global recession in 
decades. This could push 71 million people into extre-
me poverty – with sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia 
the worst affected regions3. These worrying figures 
seriously jeopardise the achievement of the first Sus-
tainable Development Goal (SDG 1)4, namely the era-
dication of all forms of poverty worldwide. This SDG is 
the cornerstone of the other 17 SDGs.  

The ex abrupto ordinance of the new rules of life have 
had an unprecedented impact on the livelihoods of 
communities/populations around the globe. The clo-
sure of borders, the restriction of movement between 
provinces, and the closure of markets have severely 
impacted on the informal economy, particularly the 
lives of small and medium sized enterprises. Food 
prices and transport costs have risen sharply. For 
example, the NGO AJAD, a member of MMM in Cote 
d’Ivoire, reports that since the outset of the pandemic 
the price of a water canister has increased fivefold. 

2  Coronavirus vs inequalities. UNDP.
3  Global Economic Prospects. World Bank.
4  Sustainable Development Goals. 
The entire global governance community, including civil society, met in September 2015 on the occasion of the 70th session of the United Nations 
General Assembly and adopted the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). These goals are built around four pillars - people, planet, prosperity, 
peace - that determine the way forward from now until 2030. NGOs’ work is driven by SDG implementation.
5 Testimonies of ATD Quart Monde.
6 Ibid. 

While inflation continues to rise, people are also de-
prived of the daily income they need to survive. 

Several Sahelian regions, including Ganzourgou, a 
rural region in Burkina Faso, have begun the lean 
season, i.e. the latency period between May and Sep-
tember which precedes the next harvests. The popu-
lations must then obtain supplies from the previous 
year’s harvest reserves. Shortages occur frequently, 
coupled with a sharp rise in prices, sometimes exacer-
bated by speculation. In order to survive during this pe-
riod , people normally go to the capital or the mines to 
seek work. Due to restrictions on movement, many fa-
milies found themselves unable to feed their children.  

The current global pandemic and accompanying mea-
sures are plunging most of the population into deep 
distress. ATD Fourth World shares the testimony of a 
child from Burundi: «My mother is sick and if we are 
infected with this disease, she won’t have the money to 
pay for the hospital». The scarcity of pharmacy stocks, 
caused by the stoppage of delivery transport, is lea-
ding to an increase in the price of medicines, and many 
chronically ill patients cannot afford to continue their 
treatment. 

In addition to the fear of illness, above all people are 
worried about going hungry. «Of course we’re afraid 
of the disease, because health care is not within our 
reach, but what we fear most is dying of hunger,» Shai-
di, Bukavu, told ATD Fourth World, the Democratic 
Republic of Congo5. 

Faced with the poverty observed in Sub-Saharan Afri-
ca, public authorities succeeded in implementing food 
and benefit distribution programmes from the outset of 
the crisis. ATD Fourth World teams have joined forces 
in initiatives to ensure that families are properly regis-
tered on the lists of the so-called support programmes. 
Clearly these food assistance programmes for the 
poor, based on prior registration of beneficiaries, are 
only partially effective. The ATD Fourth World teams 
deplore the fact that this assistance relies too often on 
mutual aid and exceptional solidarity among people 
already living in poverty. To cite just one example 
among many, from Madagascar, Louise – whose life 
is already very difficult – shares the financial aid she 
receives from an international organisation with her 
neighbour, who could not register because she lacked 
official documents6.

SDG 1 © United Nations

https://feature.undp.org/coronavirus-vs-inequality/
https://www.worldbank.org/en/publication/global-economic-prospects#overview
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/
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Faced with the pandemic crisis we are currently living 
through, the NGO partners are supporting people’s 
spontaneous forms of solidarity by providing concrete 
and effective emergency humanitarian aid, in order to 
curb the growth of inequalities, exacerbated by the CO-
VID-19 crisis. From the pandemic’s outset, NGOs have 
reinforced their existing actions, planning and imple-
menting various measures across the world’s regions, 
aimed at consolidating assistance to populations. The 
main actions cited below aim to reduce inequalities 
and the expansion of poverty. In greater detail: 

Last July in Lebanon, in Hammana, the association of 
the Ladies of Charity (AIC Lebanon, member of CCIC) 
distributed cooked meals for one hundred families in 
need every Thursday.  From Hadeth to Metn (two cities 
south-east of Beirut), over 250 food parcels were dis-
patched. Despite restrictions linked to COVID-19 and 
the country’s socio-economic crisis, the association 
continued to serve the most needy by providing food, a 
weekly hot lunch and medicines. The association also 
offered a summer camp, with a capacity of 150 child-
ren, for parents who lost their work.

In Lebanon, the association Liens de vie wrote a col-
lection of poems during the shutdown, which the asso-
ciation sold to buy food parcels to distribute to families. 
It also painted hundreds of hats in order to raise funds 
to support poor families.

Iraq, relatively unscathed at the outset of the pande-
mic, is now overtaken by COVID-19, with a poverty rate 
rising from 22% to 34%. The already failing health sys-
tem is threatening collapse as the number of infections 
continues to rise.  In a country ravaged by war followed 
now with the pandemic crisis, humanitarian aid is all 
the more essential. The NGO Œuvre d’Orient, a CCIC 
member, responded to this humanitarian emergency 
by distributing two-week supply baskets, throughout 
the country which can be renewed according to needs. 
3,032 underprivileged families have benefited from 
these baskets.

7 Soit l’équivalent de 17 000 USD.
8 Or the equivalent of 0,25 million USD.

Bangladesh, where only 15% of the population earns 
more than $6 a day, has been identified as one of the 
25 countries most vulnerable to COVID-19. The ave-
rage income in the slums of Bengal and rural areas of 
the country has fallen by 80% since the outset of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. This makes the call for action 
all the more urgent. With this in mind, Rural Recons-
truction Foundation (RRF), a member of the partner 
NGO Make Mothers Matter (MMM), has been working 
rapidly to provide basic necessities to the disadvan-
taged.  Last May, the organisation had already set up 
a relief fund to provide emergency food aid - which be-
nefited more than 1,500 families across the country. 
Families received a food package for a minimum of 
seven days, containing various foodstuffs such as 
rice, pulses, potatoes, edible oil, soap, salt, etc. This 
emergency fund was established thanks to the finan-
cial contribution of all RRF staff as well as the organi-
sation itself. All staff members deposited 50% of their 
Baisakhi allocation into the Emergency Fund, amoun-
ting to BDT 14,35,6407. All staff members also donated 
one day’s salary. In addition to the food aid scheme, 
the association provided a compensation fund for 
the families of staff members or beneficiaries, in the 
event that they became affected by the coronavirus.  

As government guidelines became more flexible in 
Bangladesh, RRF decided to implement a wide range 
of assistance programmes and cash grants for poor 
and vulnerable people. RRF management agreed to 
provide BDT 25 million8 from its own funds to carry out 
these charitable activities. In addition, RRF will provide 
BDT 710.05 million (US$ 8.36 million) in microcredit 
loans to its beneficiaries to overcome the shock of the 
COVID-19 crisis. 

Similarly, Friendship, a member of partner NGO 
MMM, also distributed emergency food packages to 
20,000 families in the five most impacted slums of 
Dhaka, Bangladesh. Massive assistance in the form 
of cash grants was also deployed. At the same time, 
Friendship maintained and strengthened its health 
system by keeping its four hospitals, 18 clinics and 
650 mobile clinics – all accessible and equipped with 
the necessary protection – open throughout the crisis. 
A total of 416 doctors and medical staff as well as 618 
health volunteers criss-crossed the country to provide 
assistance to the population. In addition, laboratory 
technicians aided the government in carrying out CO-
VID-19 tests. In total: 

• 121,259 masks were distributed;
• Over two million beneficiaries of the preven-

tive programme; 
• 28,614 emergency and survival kits distributed 

to those most affected by the coronavirus.
 
In Thailand, BPW Bangkok organised the project “Im-
thong Imjai Tanpai COVID19” with the National Hou-
sing Authority of Thailand (NHA). The project provided 

SDG 2 © United Nations
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3,300 food boxes to people out of a job or low-income 
residents in four communities of the NHA & affected by 
COVID-19 pandemic. 

In India, the Montfort Care association, a CCIC 
member, has assisted more than 900 families in Bom-
bay with the project «Little Things Matter». The funds 
raised by the project enabled the families to be provi-
ded with food, masks and hydro-alcoholic gels. 

From the outset of the health crisis, Latin America9 
has shown creativity and reactivity in responding with 
various solidarity initiatives, creating a tangible sense 
of community.  

In Lima, Peru, Juia Marcas said last April: «From to-
morrow I will take care of the common potato pot with 
my neighbours because some families have nothing 
left to eat. Earlier, a neighbour gave us half a bag of 
potatoes and others about  five kg of quinoa. The little 
they have, they give away. Sometimes there is more 
unity among the poor.» reports ATD Fourth World.

 

 «We had recourse to the famous barter system. We 
made a census by household: what food does the fa-
mily have and what is missing? Some families have 
too many red beans or rice while others have nothing. 
This allows us to make baskets for those who have 
nothing,» as Milena Foronda in Medellin, Colombia, 
points out. 

In Petrópolis, Brazil, the idea was born to prepare kits 
to help families living in Caxambú to prevent the spread 
of the virus. They received donations which enabled 
them to make kits with bleach, dishwashing liquid, 
soap, alcohol, antibacterial gel. Many seamstresses 
helped make masks for adults and children. In addi-
tion to hygiene products, Tatiane suggested adding 
sunflower seeds so that everyone could sow them and 
care for them during the pandemic. 

9  All the undermentionned quotes come from interviews conducted by ATD Fourth World during the lockdown period.   
10 ATD Fourth World International, Overcoming difficulties together. 

The United Nations Economic Commission for Latin 
America and the Caribbean estimates a 30% in-
crease in the number of people living in poverty, with 
a total of 220 million people suffering from hunger, 
insecurity and deprivation of basic human rights10. In 
Latin America, people commonly resort to mutual aid, 
reaffirming a shared identity in line with their model of 
collective solidarity. 

«We come from a social structure where we have 
always shared, and this is what has enabled us to 
overcome difficulties together. For those who come 
from Aymara or Andean culture, sharing is fundamen-
tal, solidarity is latent at all times, whether you want to 
share a good time or need help. Here, when you go to 
visit someone, you never go empty-handed. If we learn 
that a family is sick or has problems, we will immedia-
tely support them, usually with food, rarely with money, 
but you always bring something. We are all a family. 
In the street, all the children call you auntie! For me, 
it’s not just a habit, it’s a strong bond that lets you feel 
that you are part of something bigger than just you and 
your family, to feel that you’re part of the community. 
These small groups of solidarity and their permanent 
and daily demonstrations allow the population to resist 
this pandemic and the social conflicts that we have not 
yet resolved». Susana Huarachi, referring to the im-
portance of solidarity in Andean culture and in Senkata 
(El Alto, Bolivia) where she lives. 

Beyond the Andean culture, the most disadvantaged 
people all over the world undertake admirable actions 
of solidarity. As Luis Zepada in Guatemala explains, 
«What encourages us to help is that we all live in the 
same situation. It encourages us to share, to be atten-
tive to others».

According to Roxana Quispe, in Bolivia, «we can only 
count on the help of the people who live here. We 
know what we need and it helps us to think about other 
families who, like us, are going through a difficult time 
and maybe even worse». 

All these initiatives and statements demonstrate the im-
portance of local solidarity and local solidarity activism. 
It’s essential to use a local approach to implement aid 
programmes. The distribution channels for financial 
aid to the most disadvantaged should take this into ac-
count. Partner NGOs warn that local associations and 
NGOs find it increasingly hard to meet the population’s 
needs and feel isolated without resources.

All over the world, we see the importance of activists 
present in communities and their neighbourhoods. 
Faced with imposed lockdown and the impossibility of 
getting out, ATD Fourth World activists, such as Vivi 
in Guatemala or the group of «facilitators» in Manila 
(Philippines), have come closer to their neighbours to 
ensure they are well. They coordinate initiatives within 
a limited area to ensure that the aid reaches those who 
need it most. 

« Common potato pot », Peru 
© ATD Quart Monde

https://www.atd-fourthworld.org/overcoming-difficulties-together/


15

The same is true on every continent, for example in Afri-
ca, where Abuja Metro, a member of BPW International 
in Nigeria, reaches out to the communities – mainly 
women and children – in Zango and Mbora (villages 
on the outskirts of Abuja) and provides them with food.  

In the Democratic Republic of Congo, the NGO En 
Avant les Enfants, a member of MMM, implements the 
project «Building Life in the Present». Sharing initia-
tives that can be duplicated, forgetting no one, allows 
us to encourage one other and to not lose hope: 
«We go from house to house to inform people, to feel 
that we are together to get through this period, and 
to learn together what we can do in this new context. 
We have set up small teams to go to the most remote 
neighbourhoods and visit the most isolated families be-
cause they totally lack reliable information.»

The isolation of people with COVID-19 is also a reality 
that must be combated, by informing people about the 
disease and preventive measures, so that no one is left 
out. The NGO Mothers2Mothers, an MMM member in 
South Africa, testifies in a video about the discrimina-
tion against one of its members who was declared po-
sitive to COVID-19 by mistake, and whose children and 
work were taken away as a precautionary measure. 

Isolation and discrimination are growing risks in this 
period of global pandemic, especially for marginalised 
populations.

1. 2. Inclusion of marginalised populations

As the effects of the economic downturn resulting from 
the pandemic begin to be felt, longer-term social conse-
quences are to be feared.

Victims of social, economic and political exclusion, 
marginalised populations are also, and above all, in our 
consciousness. Whether in the form of explicit discri-
mination or unconscious preconceptions, prejudices 
against them are unfortunately reinforced in this pe-
riod of crisis, which generates its share of fears and 
uncertainties. Today’s challenge is to put an end to the 
invisibility of marginalised people. The social inclusion 
of these people, in all their diversity, the fight against 
discrimination and injustice are major challenges of our 
time. It is therefore urgent, today, more than ever in the 
current crisis context, to initiate inclusive measures that 
respond to these major challenges.  

As encouraged by UNESCO, particularly through its 
series of international webinars against racism, dis-
crimination and exclusion11, NGOs have launched a 
truly in-depth initiative in order to achieve an inclusive 
COVID-19 response. This commitment to respect the 
humanity of marginalised populations focuses here 
on three groups: people with disabilities, indigenous 
peoples and displaced persons. 

A. Persons with disabilities
  
With regard to people with disabilities, the NGOs’ work 
is informed by the awareness that this group continues 
to face poverty, social injustice and other deprivations 
of their fundamental rights. Various entry points exist to 
support people with disabilities as part of the response 
to COVID-19. 

11 UNESCO, Inclusion in the time of COVID-19: international webinar addressing racism, discrimination and exclusion.

From the outset of the crisis, ADD International has 
been committed to combating the marginalisation of 
people with disabilities by rethinking the COVID-19 res-
ponse in an inclusive manner. The programme adapted 
for people with disabilities that was set up by ADD In-
ternational is based on four pillars and is broken down 
into four stages: 
 

 ► Dissemination of vital information: Ensuring that 
people with disabilities receive accurate and ac-
cessible information on how to protect themsel-
ves during the COVID-19 pandemic. In order to 
enable the content to be created in a format adap-
ted to people with disabilities, ADD International 
has reallocated funds. In Cambodia, for example, 
the association reallocated part of its budget to 
print 500 copies of brochures with details about 
handwashing and other measures to stop the 
spread of the virus. These brochures  were then 
distributed to women and girls with disabilities. 

 ► Social aid: Identify those people with disabili-
ties most at risk and ensure their safe supply 
of basic necessities. To reach the most isolated 
people, remote peer support mechanisms were 
set up. In Uganda, the association’s activists 
worked with representatives of the Buikwe dis-
trict to design inclusive response plans. They 
also organised a public fundraising event to ob-
tain additional supplies for people with disabili-
ties and raised enough money to buy two tons 
of posho (maize flour). Similarly, 575 people 
with disabilities in Bangladesh received a 
cash transfer through mobile banking; 16,000 
people with disabilities obtained survival kits.   

https://en.unesco.org/events/inclusion-time-covid-19-international-webinar-addressing-racism-discrimination-and-exclusion
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 ► Access to medical support: helping people with 
disabilities to access COVID-19 tests and the 
corresponding treatment needed. In order to 
achieve this aim, ADD International worked with 
health care providers and governments, sha-
ring lessons learned where appropriate. Malaria 
and typhoid are widespread diseases in Ugan-
da, and the country’s medical system is now 
threatening to collapse. ADD International warns 
of the collapse of an endangered health system.   

 ► Long-term protection: Working with governments 
to create inclusive alternative livelihoods for 
people with disabilities and implement emergen-
cy social protection programmes. Together with 
other NGOs, ADD International has established 
a COVID-19 coordination group in Tanzania to 

promote the inclusion of people with disabilities. 
They are currently trying to securing funding to 
provide long-term responses tailored to the needs 
of people with disabilities. In Bangladesh, one of 
its partners, SHIVYAWATA, has approached local 
authorities to support business owners with disa-
bilities. Specifically, SHIVYAWATA has requested 
that the debts of people with disabilities be can-
celled. 

In India, Monfort Care Bombay, a member of the 
partner NGO CCIC, which runs a special school for 
deaf and dumb people, continued its activities so that 
their right to a fair and sustainable present would not be 
denied,  even and especially in times of the pandemic.

Webinars : Inclusion in the time of COVID-19 © UNESCO
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B. Indigenous peoples 

As the UNESCO Director-General Audrey Azoulay ex-
plains, the indigenous peoples are the «living manifes-
tations of cultural diversity, repositories of thousands 
of rare languages, and essential partners in building 
knowledge societies», yet they are «among the most 
vulnerable societies in the world».12 

In a few figures13  : 
• Indigenous peoples represent 476 millions 

people in 90 countries.
• More than 86% of indigenous peoples work in 

the informal economy, compared to 66% for 
their non-indigenous counterparts.

• Indigenous peoples are nearly three times as 
likely to be living in extreme poverty compared 
to their non-indigenous counterparts.

• Globally, 47% of all indigenous peoples in 
employment have no education, compared to 
17% of their non-indigenous counterparts. This 
gap is even wider for women.

While indigenous populations already face multiple 
threats such as exploitation and invasion of their lands, 
forced displacement, discrimination and marginalisa-
tion, they are now facing increased vulnerability to the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

In terms of protecting indigenous peoples’ rights in 
Canada, the pandemic brought to light discrimination 
against these communities.  A film about Joyce Echa-
quan who died in hospital without receiving any care 
revealed that health care workers were abusing her. 
The film, considered to reflect anti-indigenous racism,  
raised awareness  and required an  intervention by 
Prime Minister Justin Trudeau. 

It is precisely because of the systemic inequalities 
and discrimination faced by these communities that 
indigenous populations suffer disproportionately from 
Covid-19. Federal governments have stressed the 
importance of hand washing and social distancing as 
the best defences against the virus. However, as many 
NGOs denounce, many First Nations communities lack 
access to safe drinking water.  Inadequate funding for 
on-reserve housing has led to severe overcrowding, 
making social distancing difficult. In urban areas, indi-
genous people are also over-represented among the 
populations most at risk from COVID-19: homeless po-
pulations, prison populations and people living in po-
verty. 

12 UNESCO policy on engaging with indigenous peoples.
13 International Day of the World’s Indigenous Peoples. 
14 Wapikoni. The present report describes Wapikoni’s activities in greater detail in Chapter 4: Culture. 

15 Op.cit. UNESCO policy on engaging with indigenous peoples.
16 UN Youth Strategy – Youth 2030.
17 UNESCO. 210EX/22_Preliminary proposals by the Director-General concerning the draft medium-term strategy for 2022-2029 (41 C/4) 
and the draft programme and budget for 2022-2025 (41 C/5).

In response, the NGO Wapikoni in Canada is paying 
particular attention to First Nations peoples through ini-
tiatives to promote their rights and needs, their inclu-
sion and their major role in maintaining global diversity. 
More specifically, the main missions of Wapikoni14 are 
as follows: 

1. Combat isolation and suicide among First Na-
tions youth while developing artistic, techni-
cal, social and professional skills; 

2. Broadcast films and various public awareness 
issues facing First Nations while enhancing a 
rich culture, too often overlooked; 

3. Contribute to the preservation of First Nations 
cultural heritage.

The missions of the NGO Wapikoni are thus integrated 
within the UNESCO Operational Strategy for Youth 
(2014-2021) that aims specifically to protect vulnerable 
young people, i.e. young indigenous people15. Wapikoni 
ensures that the viewpoints, expectations and aspira-
tions of First Nations youth are put forward and heard 
at the local, national and regional levels. Mobility is an 
integral part of Wapikoni’s approach: they «roll out to» 
young people in indigenous communities to offer them 
practical workshops adapted to their reality and culture. 

The Programme for Sustainable Development for 2030 
places young people as essential actors in building the 
future of a better world16. Within this framework, Wapi-
koni, and all the other NGOs in general, are working 
diligently to ensure the inclusion and meaningful enga-
gement of youth in societies, in this case indigenous 
youth. Genuine recognition of  youth’s  role and contri-
bution as agents of change and solution providers in 
the face of societal crises and challenges, in line with 
UNESCO’s Medium-Term Strategy, is a key factor in 
the activities of the NGO partners17.  

In South America, the reality of the Wayuu people 
in Colombia has seriously deteriorated since the in-
cursion of the coronavirus there. The Wayuus are the 
largest ethnic group in Colombia. Cut off from civili-
sation by their way of life, this indigenous community 
lives in La Guajira, a desert area in the north-east of 
the country, on the border with Venezuela and the Ca-
ribbean Sea. The population is very young: 70% of the 
Wayuus are under 25 years old. Wayúu handicrafts are 
their only financial resource. With the current pandemic 
crisis and ensuing measures, the Wayuus’ main source 
of income has disappeared. Malnutrition has become 
the primary problem for mothers responsible for feeding 
the family, not only for the Wayúus but also for Afro-Co-
lombian and Venezuelan refugee mothers in Colombia. 
In addition, the climatic hazards and the lack of drinking 

https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000262748
https://www.un.org/en/observances/indigenous-day
http://www.wapikoni.ca/a-propos/qui-sommes-nous
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000262748
https://www.un.org/youthenvoy/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/18-00080_UN-Youth-Strategy_Web.pdf
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water make it harder to feed oneself. The NGO Edo 
Group, a member of the partner NGO MMM, ques-
tions us about the difficulty of continuing to support the 
Wayuus communities, who are faced with the imposed 
lockdown and forced immobility. Moreover, as part of 
restrictive measures implemented to stem the spread 
of the virus, the Colombian government has banned the 
burial of the dead according to sacred ancestral rites. 
The prohibition - although probably necessary - of this 
sacred ritual runs counter to the defence of the diver-
sity of traditional cultural expressions and development 
that respects cultures and identities. In this context, the 
association Edo Group has set up a psychological sup-
port service. This reinforced support programme, which 
is being held throughout the COVID-19 crisis, is a key 
factor in accompanying the Wayuus peoples, but also 
Afro-Colombian women and Venezuelan refugee mo-
thers in Colombia. In a particularly tense climate, this 
association’s actions  are crucial to accompany women 
who no longer have any income and have to stay home 
and suffer violence and abuse. The trust and listening 
skills of the EDO GROUP team are significant elements 
in countering the population’s despair and combating 
the perpetual marginalisation they face. 

From access to drinking water, nutritious food and sani-
tary facilities to psychological support, through a range 
of actions, the NGO partners plan to help indigenous 
peoples face the difficulties they encounter. Promoting 
the rights of indigenous women, disproportionately af-
fected because of their important role in the informal 
economy, is a matter of urgency. Civil society organi-
sations, such as the Movimiento de Mujeres Indígenas 
por el Buen Vivir («Movimiento de Mujeres Indígenas 
por el Buen Vivir»), are working to achieve this goal. In 
a campaign this Argentinian movement denounces the 
persistence of «chineo»: the rape of girls, boys and wo-
men of indigenous nations by Creole men. One of the 
campaign posters, relayed on social networks with the 
hashtag #BastaDeChineo, asks: «Did you know that in 
Argentina, even today, Creole men rape, torture and kill 
indigenous women and girls? ». 

C. Displaced persons

Even as the Covid-19 crisis continues to increase hu-
manitarian needs worldwide, the lack of protection and 
assistance for internally displaced persons (IDPs) and 
refugees is having a particularly devastating impact. 
The pandemic’s economic impact has both increased 
internal displacement and complicated access to asy-
lum procedures. Based on these elements, UNESCO’s 
NGO partners have developed support projects for dis-
placed populations. 

In India, between 50 and 100 million people leave 
their villages annually to seek work in the major urban 
18 Informal economy in South Asia. International Labour Organization. 
19 To this day these disruptions remain a major problem for the country’s population, which is still struggling to return home. The post-
lockdown saturation of the already limited means of transport period is forcing millions of workers to sleep on the streets, in front of railway stations or 
on the roads.   

centres. Despite the high levels of economic growth 
over the last two decades – growth now halted or re-
duced by the current crisis – the informal economy in 
India still accounts for over 80% of non-agricultural 
employment. Informal work can be found both in the 
traditional informal economic sector and - increasingly 
- in the formal sector because of the growth of informal 
work inside it. Limited job creation in the formal eco-
nomy means that the only alternative for many people 
is to seek employment in the informal economy18.  

On the South Asia Facebook page, a confirmed alert 
was posted regarding the situation in India, when on 24 
March 2020 Prime Minister Narendra Modi ordered the 
lockdown, which took only four hours to implement, 1.3 
billion people found themselves on the roads without 
warning, struggling to reach their villages. A veritable 
gigantic exodus of migrant workers who had left their 
region of origin to work in the megacities, the brutal 
lockdown order had repercussions of unprecedented 
magnitude on these «invisible» workers. Entire families 
continue to walk hundreds of kilometres on the road-
sides without resources and aid. COVID-19 pandemic 
containment measures have created groups that have 
been marginalised de facto by: loss of livelihoods, lack 
of food, shelter, health and other basic needs. Tens 
of thousands of migrant workers found themselves 
powerless when trains and buses were cancelled – with 
no choice but to gather in stations in deplorable condi-
tions19. Widespread closure of state borders led to dis-
ruptions in the supply of essential goods, which in turn 
led to high inflation and fear of shortages. With over 80 
per cent of India’s workforce employed in the informal 
sector and one third working as casual labourers, mi-
grant workers thus found themselves facing unprece-
dented precarious conditions. Thousands of homeless 
people – to this day – need protection.

In this context, the Montfort Social Institute of the Bro-
thers of St. Gabriel (MSI), a member of the partner 
NGO CCIC, has played a leading role in providing food 
to Indian families and migrant workers. The association 
has mobilised advice and financial support to facilitate 
these day labourers’ return to their regions of origin, 
while at the same time raising awareness about the 
current pandemic. Last July, the total number of people 
supported by the various MSI programmes since the 
the crisis began was 300,000. 
In total, there has been : 

• Distribution of survival kits to 11,000 families 
of migrant workers, domestic workers, the ur-
ban poor and transsexuals;

• Support for 600 migrant workers to return to 
their home villages;

• 92,000 hot meals provided to migrant workers. 

https://www.ilo.org/newdelhi/areasofwork/informal-economy/lang--en/index.htm
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On the other hand, the large shantytowns of India’s 
megacities, particularly Chennai, were the subject of a 
relocation policy in 2019 (‘resettlement’). 
The brothers of Saint-Gabriel – Monfortains are de-
dicated to helping the families of disabled children 
recently relocated as a result of the so-called resett-
lement policy, many of the parents are day labourers. 
With the restrictive lockdown measures, these people 
have found themselves with no income and therefore 
without any access to food resources - all the more so 
that many do not have ration cards, because they have 
been relocated recently. Thanks to the Montfortians’ 
Brothers of St. Gabriel active commitment, over 3000 
families have been aided in the Chennai slums and 
other shantytowns resettled in Kannainagar, Chem-
mencherry or New and Old Perumbakkam where a 
«clinic on wheels” was installed, which enabled the as-
sociation’s medical teams to intervene in the so-called 
resettlement camps. 

Montfort Care Mumbai has also set up a programme 
to help the most disadvantaged (migrants and day la-
bourers). Collaboration among NGOs, government 
and other international organisations in this project has 
helped 900 families in the city. 

 

The MSI also supported the transgender community, 
whom also benefited from the relief programme. The 

association also provided financial support to 412 
domestic workers and transsexuals to enable them 

to start or resume their professional activity. 

In addition, the RRF association in Bangladesh, a 
member of the partner NGO MMM, provided seven 
days of food aid for 140 sex workers. Each of them 

also received a cash grant. 

Clinic on wheels, India © CCIC

Distribution of basic necessities to 
transgender people, India © CCIC
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Since August 2017, nearly one million Rohingya have 
been forced to flee the Myanmar government’s repres-
sion of mass atrocities, torture and extermination. The 
ethnic cleansing carried out by the army in Myanmar’s 
Arakan State constitutes a crime against humanity. De-
prived of citizenship, with no access to the labour mar-
ket, schools and hospitals, 700,000 Rohingya have fled 
to southeastern Bangladesh where they live in huge 
refugee camps in misery. These sites represent the lar-
gest refugee camp in the world.

The Friendship association, a member of the partner 
NGO MMM, was one of the first NGOs to respond to this 
humanitarian emergency by intervening directly in the 
refugee camps to ensure the construction of infrastruc-
tures and distribute food & hygiene kits. Bringing food, 
building bridges and a water tank to facilitate the recep-
tion of the Rohingyas and provide them with drinking 
water was the first step in the aid programme for the 
population. Four clinics in four different camps and a 
mobile pathological ambulance were subsequently set 
up. Currently 600 people can be treated daily. 

Populated mostly by women and children (80%), the 
population in these camps is extremely vulnerable. This 
is why Friendship has been concerned to set up clinics 
and maternity wards, run by medical teams, as well 
as welcome and aid centres for women and children. 
These needs were identified in close interaction with 
the Rohingyas and the local population. Involving local 
communities in defining their needs is a sine qua non 
for  appropriate and effective humanitarian responses. 
Friendship has developed multiple projects inside the 
Rohingya camps to promote access to health care and 
education. Strengthening hygiene by providing access 
to clean  water and offering solar lighting to make the 
camps safe were Friendship’s first humanitarian res-
ponses to the Rohingya refugee crisis in Bangladesh.
 
The «Wash» health infrastructures in the camps in 
south-eastern Bangladesh were constructed thanks 
to collaboration with foundations and solidarity among 
NGOs, including the Sanofi Espoir Foundation, Alain 
Cojean, the Crisis and Support Centre, Secours Isla-
mique France and the Suez Foundation. 

Finally, the «Lights for Rohingyas» operation, deve-
loped with the help of Electriciens sans Frontière, has 
made it possible to:

• Install 75 solar-powered street lamps to light 
the streets in the camps;  

• Establish 52 solar systems for water points;  
• Distribute 700 individual kits for families.

 
To promote access to education, Friendship has also 
set up a programme for children, teenagers and adults 
in the learning centres built inside the camps that has 
benefited nearly 800 adults and 6,108 children.

The Rohingyas, who are now facing the COVID-19 
pandemic, find themselves in an extremely vulnerable 
position. Over half the refugees are children and their 
isolation is increasing. Friendship continues to stren-
gthen its actions in the field, where needs are constant-
ly expanding. Convinced of the need for ethical and 
humane treatment of the refugees, Friendship has ins-
talled numerous posters and billboards to encourage 
dignity and respect. The association is mobilising itself 
to provide appropriate solutions by involving the local 
population. Deep tube wells, latrines, bathing spaces, 
dry food, nutritional support for mothers and babies, so-
lar energy for clinics and the creation of social spaces 
are among the projects underway.
 
In Colombia, a country that continues to face an 
ever-expanding pandemic, the need for food and basic 
necessities is growing. The informal economy, particu-
larly shaken by the COVID-19 crisis, has deprived many 
refugee populations of a daily income. Malnutrition is a 
major problem for Afro-Colombian populations and Ve-
nezuelan refugee mothers in Colombia. Since last April 
the association EDO GROUP, a member of MMM, has 
strengthened its assistance and relief programme for 
refugees, which is more necessary than ever. 

«Corner of Hope», Kenya 
© Association Montessori Internationale/Esf

In Kenya, an Internally Displaced Persons camp was 
established in 2010 after post-electoral violence, “Cor-
ner of Hope”. This community program created early 
childhood classes for 200 children, aided by Associa-
tion Montessori International and its local partner, St. 
Anne’s Montessori Teacher Training Center, Nakuru. 
Activities to serve the children helped community hea-
ling. Women sewed uniforms, youth built mud-brick 
classes & housing, clean water systems, etc.
Montessori teacher training (early childhood and prima-
ry) for camp inhabitants included making educational 
materials. Due to COVID-19 lockdown, student tea-
chers were forced to explore ways to continue learning, 
without internet, with WhatsApp to share key educatio-
nal texts in peer support  groups. 
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The construction of welcome centres for displaced 
people, especially children, is an increasing matter of 
urgency – as the number of refugee and migrant child-
ren has grown dramatically in recent years. On this 
point, OMEP, an NGO-UNESCO partner, warns about 
the current situation in refugee camps in Greece which 
have reached the breaking point. More than 1,800 
unaccompanied children are struggling to survive in the 
Greek islands, states OMEP. «Children are deprived of 
their fundamental rights, such as access to housing, 
water, food, medicine and psychosocial care, mental 
health and education. They are exposed to inhuman 
and degrading living conditions and face increasing vio-
lence with overcrowding. Many children have a place in 
specialised housing for unaccompanied children due to 
lack of space, and are forced to sleep outside in unsa-
nitary and dangerous conditions.»20 

20 OMEP. Grèce/UE : relocaliser d’urgence les enfants non accompagnés. 

Therefore, there is an urgent need to establish a resett-
lement policy.

In the United States, several NGOs denounced last 
September forced hysterectomies performed on mi-
grant women detained by the US Immigration and 
Customs Enforcement (ICE) in Georgia. This violation 
is currently being investigated as part of a complaint 
filed with the US government by several NGOs. The 
separation of migrant mothers from their children, even 
very young children, is also alarming and violates hu-
man rights.

Migrant camp, Greece © OMEP

https://worldomep.org/fr/index.php?page=view&pg=1&idx=343&hCode=BOARD&bo_idx=13&sfl=&stx=&cate=Other
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The year 2020, which marks the twenty-fifth anniversa-
ry of the Beijing Platform for Action21, was intended to 
be a pioneering year for gender equality. Instead, the 
progress made over the past decades risks being re-
versed due to the COVID-19 pandemic.

As this report highlights, crises do not create the deep 
fractures that divide our societies, but rather reveal 
them and also tend to deepen them. Gender inequali-
ties are no exception to this trend. Like other communi-
ties (indigenous peoples, displaced populations, etc.), 
the COVID-19 pandemic has been particularly detri-
mental to women. Growing economic precariousness, 
increased mental burden, resurgence of domestic vio-
lence, the repercussions for women are multiple and 
profound.

Although the consequences of COVID-19 are already 
manifesting themselves in different forms, one fact re-
mains undeniable: women are disproportionately affec-
ted by the pandemic. 
Worldwide women earn less, save less, have less se-
cure jobs and are more likely to be employed in the 
informal sector. In general, women  have less access 
to social protection and constitute the majority of 
single-parent households. Therefore they have less  
capacity to absorb economic shocks  than men.

21 The Declaration of the Beijing Platform for Action, adopted in 1995 by 189 Member States who met in China, is the roadmap for gender 
equity. This key document’s goal is to orient the global fight against constraints and obstacles against women’s independence worldwide. 
22 UNDP. Gender inequality and the COVID-19 crisis: A Human Development perspective.
23 ONU Femmes. COVID-19 Global Gender Response Tracker.

With the current crisis, women assume more domestic 
tasks and their jobs are also disproportionately affected 
by cutbacks and layoffs. Such impacts risk reversing the 
already fragile gains in women’s labour market partici-
pation, limiting women’s ability to support themselves 
and their families, especially for single female-headed 
households. In many countries, the first round of layoffs 
has been particularly abrupt in the service sector, inclu-
ding retail trade, hotels and tourism and the garment 
sector, where women are over-represented. The situa-
tion is worse in developing economies, where the vast 
majority of women’s jobs (70 per cent) are in the infor-
mal economy, with little protection against dismissal, no 
paid sick leave and limited access to social protection.22 
To earn a living, workers there often depend on public 
spaces and social interactions, which have been limited 
in order to contain the spread of the pandemic.  

The effects of the global pandemic are long term and 
will most likely result in lower incomes and women’s re-
duced labour force participation. For women who have 
managed to escape extreme poverty thanks to recent 
economic growth, the risk  that they will fall back into 
this situation is highly likely. Yet, according to UN Wo-
men data, only one country  in eight worldwide has es-
tablished measures to mitigate the economic and social 
impact of the crisis on women and girls23. 

1. 3. Gender equality

« Never forget that all it takes is a political or economic crisis to call women’s 
rights into question. » 
Simone de Beauvoir

SDG 5 © United Nations

http://www.hdr.undp.org/sites/default/files/covid-19_and_human_development_-_gender_dashboards_final.pdf
https://www.unwomen.org/fr/news/stories/2020/9/press-release-launch-of-covid-19-global-gender-response-tracker
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In response to the challenge of the virus’ unbalanced 
gender impact and to empower women, NGOs have pi-
loted several projects, including some discussed below: 

Bangladesh is the world’s second-largest exporter 
of clothing after China. The textile industry is vital to 
the country’s economy: it accounts for 80% of natio-
nal exports. The country has over 4,000 factories and 
employs more over four million workers, mainly women 
from poor villages in rural areas. 
The cascading closure of national factories after the 
lockdown was announced last March has left jobless 
hundreds of thousands of textile workers. Forced 
to interrupt global supply chains to comply with the 
lockdown measures, billions of dollars in orders placed 
in Bangladesh were cancelled by major ready-to-wear 
brands. The suspension or cancellation of orders at the 
end of April affected 2.28 million people in Bangladesh. 
In response to this emergency, the AWAJ association, 
a member of the NGO MMM, organised a fundraising 
campaign to ensure the protection of 600,000 workers, 
mainly women.  This fund-raising campaign, totalling 
$15,645, enabled support (food, care, rent, etc.) to be 
provided workers and families who had lost their jobs. 
Since the end of April, half a thousand factories have 
resumed production, but it has to be said that they do 
not ensure the safety of their workers, who suffer a risk 
of massive contamination. Therefore AWAJ has cam-
paigned for safe working conditions for workers in the 
production plants. This NGO also asked factory ma-
nagers to support their employees by being physically 
present in their factories. 
In addition, AWAJ has requested health care workers 
for workers and their families, while continuing to cam-
paign for decent working conditions.

In Nepal, lockdown measures have impoverished infor-
mal workers, who are already very vulnerable. The agri-
cultural sector in particular, which depends on the sale 
of its production, has been hit hard. The NGO BPW 
International has initiated a programme for small-scale 
female farm owners whose first two objectives are: a) 
access to urban markets to sell their high value-added 
agricultural products and b) access to finance (i.e. 
loans, grants, investments). This project, called «Gun-
taba Sanjal», coordinates the arrival of rural women 
farmers in the city from the areas impacted. Products 
are collected in different regions and prepared to be 
sold and shipped  in collaboration with BPW Internatio-
nal’s micro-finance programme. The women supported 
by this programme in Bagmati province receive small 
loans at a reduced interest rate. They also receive mar-
keting assistance to promote their agro-enterprises.

© UNESCO

« Women are the unsung heroes of this crisis. »
Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka, Executive Director of UN Women.

© BPW Népal

https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000373788_eng?utm_source=UNESCO&utm_campaign=780e711776-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_03_05_01_45_COPY_01&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_898ed31396-780e711776-442241173&mc_cid=780e711776&mc_eid=b802b4b52a
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The NGO BPW International is also very active in Nige-
ria where it funded a project of the BPW First Club of 
Abuja that empowered 42 women and promoted their 
independence and gender equality.  

These actions contribute to the long-term development 
of socio-economic protection plans for women and girls 
worldwide for women and for their empowerment. This 
means involving women – and young people – by en-
couraging them to participate in the economic, social 
and political decisions that affect their lives, livelihoods 
and communities. 

In Rwanda, all markets, and more broadly the informal 
economy, have closed to stem the spread of the virus. 
As a result, Rwandan women cannot sell their products 
or provide for their families. Informed of this fact, the 
President of the Association Vive Heureux, a member 
of the NGO MMM, established a network of solidarity 
between Canadian civil society and Rwandan popula-
tions. This initiative  is as innovative as it is effective, 
demonstrating the importance of international coopera-
tion. 

In Côte d’Ivoire, at Bouaké, the association Claire Ami-
tié, a member of the NGO CCIC, manages a welco-
me and training centre for marginalised girls. Since the 
onset of the lockdown they have adapted their courses 
so that third year students can obtain their diploma in 
hairdressing, cooking and sewing: 7000 masks have 
been produced and sold to the populations of Bouaké 
and the surrounding villages to ensure the salaries of 
the centre’s teachers. 

In Uruguay, the CEPRODIH association, a member 
of the NGO MMM, supports vulnerable families, par-
ticularly mothers (around 300 women) in situations of 
extreme social vulnerability: unemployment, domestic 
violence, abandonment during pregnancy. Teams of 
volunteers have been mobilised to help the numerous 
families who survive thanks to informal trade, which 
was interrupted during the lockdown. Specifically, CE-
PRODIH designed/established a network to deliver 
weekly meal baskets, made possible by the support of 
companies and the CANASTAS UY campaign. At the 
same time, CEPRODIH converted the sewing training 
courses into  mask making courses, which not only ge-
nerated income but also contributed a sense of social 
usefulness. The courses have also adapted to using 
new computer technologies and training volunteers to 
deliver online courses. 

In the Democratic Republic of Congo, the deterio-
ration of the security and economic situation there re-
mains of great concern and has resulted in increased 
poverty and increased abuse of women over the recent 
months.
 

24 WHO. Global Key Facts on violence against women. 

25 UN News. UN chief calls for domestic violence ‘ceasefire’ amid ‘horrifying global surge’.
26 Court Métrage #ListenToHer

Also, despite the anti-COVID 19 measures put in place 
by the government, the activities of the two Maisons de 
la Femme structures of the MAMAS FOR AFRICA as-
sociation, a member of the NGO MMM, have continued. 
The structures took in victims and set up an emergency 
unit for women. 

Violence against women is a matter of extreme ur-
gency. Long before the crisis began, it was already 
estimated that 35% of women worldwide had suffe-
red physical and/or sexual violence from their intimate 
partner, or sexual violence from someone other than 
their partner24. 
Gender-based violence affects all regions worldwide 
and is grossly under-reported, both in stable contexts 
and in emergencies.  Already very worrying, these fi-
gures are not improving. Violence against women is a 
serious violation of human rights and is therefore a prio-
rity. UNESCO NGO partners have implemented rapid 
and targeted responses to mitigate the impact of the 
COVID-19 crisis on women and girls and ensure that 
they benefit from long-term recovery measures.

Although #stayathome was recommended during the 
widespread lockdown, to #staysafe, many women could 
not find refuge in shelters. The stay at home  measures 
imposed by governments, combined with socio-econo-
mic tensions caused by the pandemic, have resulted in 
a «horrifying global surge in domestic violence»25 direc-
ted towards women and girls.

In this context, South Asia Foundation partnered with 
UNESCO New Delhi Office, UNFPA India, UNICEF In-
dia, UN Women India to support director and actress 
Nandita Das in the production and launch of a short 
film entitled #ListenToHer26. This film focuses on two 
important issues that women face: an unprecedented 
increase in their workload and, in many cases, being 
locked up with their abusers. The initiative’s aim is two-
fold: to break the stigma around reporting abuse and 
to encourage women to speak out about this violence. 
This short film, shared on the this project’s Facebook 
pages, intends to break the silence surrounding this 
subject. 

Similarly, the NGO BPW International is committed to 
combating systemic overexposure of women to violence 
by assisting victims and advocating governments. Fur-
thermore, this NGO contributes to women’s empower-
ment by supporting them in the economy (entrepre-
neurs, traders, informal sector, etc.), in health (financial 
aid, donations, food distribution, sanitary products, food 
security, psychological support). During the COVID-19 
crisis, BPW International advocated with governments 
to develop responses to COVID-19 redesigned from a 
gender perspective to suit women’s specific needs. 

https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/violence-against-women
https://news.un.org/en/story/2020/04/1061052
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=scwYray2Dsk&feature=youtu.be&fbclid=IwAR2AgeOfvGXTwJCuUeyBLCUbV3f5E7O9DFEUTyr829nOuLcm8qgXYbTVeFU
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Following the consecutive closures of supermarkets on 
the island last spring, BPW Barbados, which runs a 
women’s shelter for domestic violence victims, ran out 
of food. BPW Barbados therefore formed an alliance 
with local women farmers to source and prepare meals 
for the women at the shelter.

BPW Hong Kong raised funds in collaboration with the 
NGO RainLily to support victims of sexual violence. The 
funds were used to provide webcams and headsets so 
that social workers could transfer the 24/7 helpline to a 
virtual counselling format. 

Similarly, Peace and Development Foundation (PDF 
Uganda), member of IFOR, implements innovative 
actions on the African continent against gender vio-
lence using new technologies. In collaboration with 
the American company Patira Data Science, the NGO 
Handle Uganda and the Uganda District Development 
and Communication, in partnership with civil society, 
private sector and public authorities, PDF has created 
and launched a platform to monitor and digitalise cases 
of violence against women in the Nwata district,  nor-
thern Uganda.  The platform, called «Data Driven Gen-
der-based Violence Intervention in Acholi Sub-region, 
Uganda», was created as a result of an increase in 
cases of violence against women, with several cases of 
rape recorded during the lockdown period. 

Violence against women takes two main forms: the first, 
mentioned above, is physical or sexual violence, and 
the second is psychological. Indeed, mental overload 
can be considered psychological violence. Mental over-
load, which has increased for women during the crisis, 
can occur in a number of ways:

• The pandemic has highlighted the invisible, 
often unpaid, service work  women generally 
perform. 

• An imbalance inside the household in the 
performance of domestic tasks, in addition 
to the economic pressure put on women’s 
shoulders, as revealed in the aforementioned 
video: #ListenToHer. 

Mothers are particularly affected by the pandemic and 
its consequences. They are the central pillar in the fa-
mily, assuming  household chores, education, providing 
food and wood, but also relaying the importance of bar-
rier gestures and trying to reassure children. 

Mothers’ essential role and the respect they inspire in 
many communities make them key players that NGOs 
rely on to fulfil their missions as well in development. 
Future mothers must also be protected during this crisis 
period as they are particularly vulnerable.

 #ListenToHer © SAF



26

To give the example of Romania. Pregnant women 
were particularly affected by the initial health recom-
mendations introduced by authorities. Coupled with the 
fear of going to the hospital in a pandemic context, the 
women found themselves in total disarray, with nowhere 
to go for prenatal check-ups or even to give birth. 
The association Mama Pentru, a member of the NGO 
MMM, set up a 24 hour hotline to help pregnant wo-
men find appropriate and personalised solutions and, if 
necessary, refer them to a hospital. This network also 
advised mothers so that they can continue breastfee-
ding, despite the Government’s initial recommenda-
tions to stop breastfeeding until securing two negative 
COVID-19 tests. These government recommendations 
were also at odds with those promoted by the World 
Health Organisation. 

Mama Pentru therefore played a leading role in suppor-
ting young mothers and pregnant women. 
The association collaborated with psychologists to 
reassure and support psychologically distressed mo-
thers after the government’s decision to separate them 
from their newborn babies at birth for three weeks. 
Long-distance aid to maintain lactation was also set up 
while the mothers waited for their babies to be returned. 
A «late» breastfeeding method was also introduced so 
mothers could breastfeed their babies after being reu-
nited with their babies. The association has also conti-
nued its childbirth preparation courses and health edu-
cation thanks to their  investment in video equipment so 
that mothers can follow them at a distance.

© Make Mothers Matter
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Les Petites Soeurs des Pauvres, Algeria © CCIC

The mental burden has also been increased by forced 
isolation, particularly for elderly women living alone. In 
Spain, the association Affamer, a member of the NGO 
MMM, helps older people living in rural areas cope with 
the consequences of coronavirus through an audio 
guide led by a psychologist and personal development 
expert. Audioguides are published on their website eve-
ry 21 days. Affamer offers guidelines and advice to help 
older people, especially women, overcome loneliness 
and anxiety and to manage moments of despair and 
distress more effectively. 

IFOR-Zimbabwe, the branch of IFOR, has also been 
working with the elderly as well as widows and orphans 
– acknowledging them and providing them with food 
with church partners and community leaders. 
Beyond this, the organisation has provided assistance 
to the underprivileged by donating food to an orpha-
nage in West Harare, youth empowerment by including 
goat farming, and social and health intervention by dis-
tributing hand sanitizers in vulnerable communities and 
public institutions.

The elderly, especially women, are left behind. Margi-
nalised because of their age, they are therefore extre-
mely vulnerable. The Congregation of the Little Sisters 
of the Poor, a member of the partner NGO CCIC, is 
dedicated to older people living in poverty in over 31 
countries. 
With no distinction of culture or religion, the elderly  are 
welcomed into the houses of the Congregation and are 
accompanied with respect for their dignity until the end 
of their lives. The activities of the houses of the Congre-
gation have continued worldwide despite difficulties 
that have arisen due to  government decisions taken to 
stem the spread of the coronavirus.

Despite being front line heroes, women remain in the 
shadows. This is a fact. Therefore, there is a need to 
ensure that women and girls affected by COVID-19 
lead and participate in decision-making – which should 
be a top-priority in the future. The hope for greater at-
tention to the role of women is strengthened by the fact 
that it is always in the wake of major global crises that 
the global system has reformed itself.
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With 1.8 billion people, 90% of whom live in developing 
countries, young people represent a significant part of 
the world’s population27 and must be taken into account 
for future post-COVID 19 priorities as they are the actors 
of tomorrow. This is why UNESCO has identified young 
people as a priority group28 why NGOs rely on them 
and listen to them. Within the  framework of UNESCO’s 
Medium-Term Strategy, and by parity of thinking that of 
its NGO partners, meaningful youth engagement will be 
a central priority throughout, both as “an end in itself, as 
well as a means to build a better future29. 

While young people are not the face of COVID-19, there 
are strong indications that they will be its first victims. 
So far young people have been relatively unaffected by  
COVID-19’s health effects, but the ensuing crisis direc-
tly impacts their physical and mental well-being. Youth, 
particularly affected by the pandemic’s socio-economic 
consequences and, in some cases, by  measures taken 
to mitigate its effects, will be changed forever as a re-
sult of the crisis

The consequences/impacts of the pandemic on young 
people are multifaceted and can be documented as fol-
lows: 

 ► Increased poverty: The economic fallout from 
the current economic crisis could push 42 to 66 
million children into extreme poverty. This to-
tal should be added to the 386 million children 
already living in extreme poverty before 202030. 
In the Central African Republic, ATD Fourth 
World teams report that 12-year-old Pascal was 
forced to collect small pieces of metal from trash 
bins in order to sell them for food. Poverty forces 
many children to assume multiple responsibili-
ties within their families, causing them to lose 
their childhood innocence.

 ► Rising child mortality: Hundreds of thousands 
of children could die as a result of economic 
hardship encountered by families worldwide.  
While 368.5 million children in 143 countries 
normally depend on school meals as a reliable 
source of daily nutrition, malnutrition is worse-
ning31. In Burkina Faso, the lives of children in 
orphanages or on the streets have become even 
more difficult because of restrictive measures 
introduced to contain the spread of the virus. 

27 Op.cit. UN Youth Strategy – Youth 2030.
28 Op. cit. UNESCO. 210EX/22_Preliminary proposals by the Director-General concerning the 41 C/4.  
29 Ibid. 
30 United Nations. Policy brief: The impact of COVID-19 on children.
31 Ibid. 
32 Testimonies gathered by partner NGO ATD Fourth World. 
33 See also Chapter 3: Communication and Information. 
34 The present report analyses in greater depth the education crisis in Chapter 2: Education. 
35 UNESCO. Global Education Coalition. COVID-19 Education Response.

Those living on the streets left their villages with 
the hope of earning enough money to help their 
families. Lockdown deprived these children of 
the security they previously enjoyed: a place to 
sleep, personal hygiene, access to a daily meal. 
In Guatemala, many young people live near 
garbage dumps: «We don’t know where to find 
food and wash our clothes. We will be the first to 
die32». These alarming findings do not consider 
the disruption to health services caused by the 
crisis, such as the drop in vaccinations among 
children33. Add to this the risks to children’s men-
tal health and well-being, especially those child-
ren from displaced populations, and the expec-
ted impact is certainly underestimated. 

 ► Threat to child security: Total or partial 
lockdown has been a time conducive for vio-
lence. In fact, children are more likely to face 
violence, whether as witnesses or victims. Ran-
ging from unhealthy or overcrowded camps to 
insecurity within their homes, children face are 
exposed to increased risks. This is particular-
ly true for girls, who face  all kinds of violence, 
which will have severe and lasting repercus-
sions (pregnancy, early and forced marriages, 
etc.). Furthermore, as children’s hyper-connecti-
vity increases, their risk of exposure to inappro-
priate or predatory online content also rises. In 
Burkina Faso, children living on the streets feel 
safer staying together when they seek shelter 
for the night, mostly inside schools or on roof-
tops. ATD Fourth World reports that many child-
ren are removed from the streets and rounded 
up to ensure their safety in places where there 
are no educators, only to be abruptly returned to 
their families without any support. 

 
 ► Growing educational divide34: 188 countries 

have imposed school closures nationwide, af-
fecting more than 1.5 billion children35. . The 
impact of school closures on young people 
worldwide is hard to estimate, as the develop-
ment of their human capital is a relative concept. 
The consequences for girls are more alarming: 
11 million girls risk not returning to school due 
to the unprecedented disruption to education 
caused by COVID-19 in 2020. More than two-
thirds of countries have established a national 

1. 4. Youth

https://www.un.org/youthenvoy/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/18-00080_UN-Youth-Strategy_Web.pdf
https://unsdg.un.org/sites/default/files/2020-04/160420_Covid_Children_Policy_Brief.pdf
https://unsdg.un.org/sites/default/files/2020-04/160420_Covid_Children_Policy_Brief.pdf
https://en.unesco.org/covid19/educationresponse/globalcoalition
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platform for distance learning, but only 30 per 
cent of low-income countries have done so. 
Even before the crisis, digital exclusion had 
already affected nearly a third of the world’s 
young people36. 

Other consequences should also be highlighted, espe-
cially for children in foster care. In countries with stable 
social services, many poor families see their children 
placed in institutions because of the confusion between 
neglect, inequality and poverty. For most of these fami-
lies, visits were abruptly cancelled without aproviding 
ny explanatory information to the parents. In a few 
cases, thanks to the NGO support and the families’ per-
sistence, some parents were allowed to replace visits 
with telephone calls. 

In the Democratic Republic of Congo many children 
live in orphanages. However, it is interesting to note 
that significant love and solidarity can be found there. 
Children outside also come to visit children in the or-
phanages, talk to each  other through the gate and 
leave small gifts.

The NGO Otitsara has analysed the pandemic’s mul-
tiple psychological impact on youth in Madagascar. 
We can only mention a few here according to Aliette 
Abraham, Otitsara President: «a feeling of insecurity 
among children depending on the organisation each 
family  adopted, some parents manage to keep their 
children well occupied, other children regret the hours 
spent playing.  For the older ones, confidence in the 
adults’ credibility was well tested. This situation has led 
some children to have feelings of disenchantment and 
aversion, and a strong desire to assert themselves  for 
others, who realised that their future is in their hands. 
The intention to seize the opportunity to deconstruct in 
order to rebuild was noted in many. However, emanci-
pation, abandonment and leaving one system to inte-
grate another remains a challenge that is not without 
risk, and even perilous».

In Côte d’Ivoire, the NGO AJAD, a MMM member, also 
explains the pandemic’s lasting repercussions on ado-
lescents: «Social distancing breaks the relevance of 
cultural rapprochement. In Africa, many young people 
squat or share the same bed in twos and threes with 
their brothers or friends. Social behaviour, linked to 
their culture, is suddenly banned by COVID-19, and ge-
nerates avoidance through fear and rejection of morals, 
leaving young people with lasting consequences».

UNESCO’s mission, and by implication that of its NGO 
partners, is to limit the crisis’ socio-economic, physical 
and psychological impact on young people, and to en-
sure their inclusion and meaningful engagement in the 
COVID-19 response. Young people are key actors in 
shaping tomorrow’s world, and their engagement indivi-
dually and in organisations is exemplary.   

36 Op. Cit. Policy brief: The impact of COVID-19 on children.

In Bangladesh, the Rural Reconstruction Foundation 
encourages community members to provide humani-
tarian assistance on their own initiative to respond to 
various disasters. The organisation’s activities include 
about 50 teenage clubs in the youth programme where 
1,500 young volunteers work in various humanitarian 
and social activities. These adolescent volunteers have 
provided food aid to 200 poor families on their own ini-
tiative in response to the current coronavirus disaster.

In the United Kingdom, young volunteers developed a 
project to assist isolated people through the NGO Vo-
lunteering Matters, a member of MMM after the national 
lockdown was announced last April. These volunteers 
help people who are isolated, at high risk and unable 
to leave their homes. Whether they are community 
support volunteers, those who make telephone calls to 
befriend people, walk dogs  or others, these volunteers  
provide safe and structured solutions to help those 
most in need.

Subsequently, the association coordinated the Jour-
ney Makers project, funded by the Ministry of Trans-
port (DfT), a national programme to support travellers 
in transport centres. Volunteering Matters provides 
grants to Local Delivery Partners to recruit, train and 
coordinate volunteer coaches to assist, guide, advise 
and support travellers to ensure the safety of people in 
transport centres.

In Brazil, We Of Young BPW have created a national 
solidarity network listing all the girls of BPW Brazil, 
their business sector, projects and cities. Through this 
network, We of Young invites one member a week to 
speak on the national Instagram @bpwBrasil and ex-
change about their business and its challenges. 

In Egypt, the Association Montessori Internationale 
affiliate  supported a project with a school to provide 
for men and women who lost their income following the 
COVID-19 crisis. It mobilised young people, who  knew 
how to make kites, to learn how to make higher quality 
kites that could be sold more profitably to provide food 
for many more families.  The project has developed by 
showing exemplary solidarity and forging links among 
young people to carry out actions they are proud of  and 
that let them keep faith in the future.

In addition, adolescents attending middle and seconda-
ry schools  worldwide  made solidarity videos to support 
one another and prevent depression (Montessori Model 
United Nations). 

In Cameroon, the association Blas in Africa, a member 
of CCIC, carries out actions with young and experienced 
teachers. Their aim is to train other young people in 
entrepreneurship, to improve school results and social 
reintegration (street children, Yaoundé),  provide trai-
ning in leadership and «stop COVID» barrier gestures. 

https://unsdg.un.org/sites/default/files/2020-04/160420_Covid_Children_Policy_Brief.pdf
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In the Democratic Republic of Congo, ATD Fourth 
World reports that young people walk for miles to dia-
logue with people who live in remote neighbourhoods 
to search together for the most appropriate protection 
measures.  Among other things, this action has led 
them to advocate with local authorities for free access 
to water.

In Pakistan, articles about involving young people and 
the vision of the future of South Asia Foundation stu-
dents were published on the Facebook project pages. 
In these times of unprecedented crisis, many mes-
sages of solidarity, creativity and friendship from stu-
dents of the UNESCO Madanjeet Singh Institute for 
South Asian Arts were widely shared and appreciated. 
The importance of dialogue, sharing experiences of 
South Asia Foundation students, often isolated in forei-
gn countries where their university closed down, shows 
solidarity among displaced people worldwide and en-
courages innovative self-help solutions. For example, 
students were repatriated home thanks to collaboration 
between South Asia Foundation, UNESCO Offices and 
governments. 

In Bangui, Central African Republic, young people 
joined ATD Fourth World volunteers to share informa-
tion with the poorest communities who cannot protect 
themselves.  The young people go out into the com-
munity to share information leaflets, mobile «washing 
stations» and soap. 

The COVID-19 pandemic increased social inequali-
ties, injustice and exclusion, but also turned paradoxi-
cally into an opportunity to strengthen social relations. 
People were led by solidarity and collaboration in the 
search for the common good; and they favoured mutual 
aid to help others, and themselves. The COVID-19 cri-
sis brought about a new definition of our social bonds, 
and thus a new construction both of identities and of a 
sense of citizenship, through collective actions, and on 
a daily basis – even in the short term. Without ignoring 
the dominant conflicts dividing our societies, these ini-
tiatives, large and small, foster and promote cohesion 
as an essential element in achieving a common future 
that we will have to build together.

The COVID-19 reminds us the importance of the tran-
servsal role of education – which proved crucial while 
fighting against the pandemic.

© South Asia Foundation 
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«There is no more powerful transformative force than education – to promote 
human rights and dignity, to eradicate poverty and deepen sustainability, to  

build a better future for all, founded on equal rights and social justice, respect 
for cultural diversity, and international solidarity and shared responsibility. » 

Irina Bokova, Director-General of UNESCO (2009 - 2017)

School girls, Bangladesh © Friendship/MMM

Education

Chapter 2

https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000232555
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From the crisis outset, WHO and the UN have placed health education at the forefront of the COVID response. Edu-
cating people about barrier gestures appears to be one of the first measures to stop the coronavirus from spreading. 
Therefore, UNESCO’s NGO partners took immediate action in the field, mainly alongside vulnerable and at-risk 
populations.

Preventing coronavirus contamination, which is the top priority for NGOs in the field, means understanding its modus 
operandi: origin, mode of contamination, symptoms, risks, etc. The assimilation of barrier gestures, and their impor-
tance, requires pedagogical learning which must be adapted to each person, taking into account the constraints in 
the field. The NGOs have been encouraged and supported by a majority of citizens who, spontaneously, have in turn 
committed themselves to educating their community. Building participatory societies is crucial in order for everyone 
to become a key player in the fight against the pandemic. NGOs are working tirelessly to educate people about the 
virus and related information through innovative solutions – among which we cite: 

In South Africa, the NGO Mothers2Mothers, a member association of MMM, is committed to helping women, ado-
lescents and children by educating them about the virus and providing them with access to vital and essential health 
services. The Community Mentor Mothers (CMMs) go door-to-door to educate families who did not receive medical 
care or who stopped treatment. During lockdown, the Mothers Mentors have been designated as «essential workers» 
by the government, a sign which undoubtedly demonstrates their vital contribution to their communities. 

Concomitantly in South Africa, the Rozaria Memorial Trust, a member of the NGO MMM, is relaying the barrier ges-
tures, and intensifying its operations in the fields of social enterprise and response to COVID-19, by making Chijaka 
liquid soap. This organisation also provides technical support related to COVID-19 to the village district committees, 
at a town level.  

Members of Anando, IFOR’s Bangladesh branch, distributed nutritious food to children and managed the supply 
chain for the distribution of educational materials (drawing books and boxes of coloured pencils) and toys. By en-
suring social distance, they were distributed to children aged 3 to 5 years and to children in classes I to IV. On the 
health front, COVID-19 protection kits were distributed to each of the 4,400 most vulnerable households selected. In 
addition, Anando organised the training of teachers and pre-school educators on pandemic prevention, hand was-
hing, hygiene promotion, child protection and child psychology during the COVID-19 period. 

In Burkina Faso, the NGO Nord Sud Partage, a member of CCIC, organised an exchange workshop with local health 
services to harmonise responses in the fight against COVID-19. This meeting brought together 25 chief nurses, 20 
presidents of the health commissions of the communes concerned, and 30 community health workers (CHWs). This 
workshop was complemented by a meeting with local elected officials.

In Nigeria, OMEP led the «WASH» campaign, a hygiene and health programme used and widely disseminated in 
schools and on platforms and networks.

«Education tranforms life»37, and sometimes, saves it. 

This is why education, and its transformative power, are at the heart of the Global 2030 Agenda. Subsequently, it is 
also a priority for NGO-UNESCO partners during and after the COVID-19 crisis. As the International Commission 
on Education for the 21st Century states in its report to UNESCO, education is a «treasure within»38 for which it is 
necessary to fight, now more than ever. A challenge to which NGOs have been comitted.  

This chapter studies initiatives deployed in the implementation of the COVID response in the field of education 
around the world. Its objective is twofold. It first aims to highlight the multiple effects of the measures adopted to fight 
the pandemic in the field of education on educational communities and populations, in the short and medium term. 
Secondly, it aims to offer the main recommendations for the handling of the education crisis impact, and to examine 
ideas for learning and innovation in post-pandemic education. The three main areas of action underpinning the 
COVID-19 response in the field of education are as follows: the deployment of distance learning modalities, through 
different formats and platforms (with or without the use of ICTs); support and mobilisation of all stakeholders in the 
education system; and attention to the overall health and well-being of learners.

37 To use UNESCO’s phrasing. Brochure. Education transforms life. 
38 UNESCO. Learning: the treasure within; report to UNESCO of the International Commission on Education for the Twenty-first Century.

https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000247234
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000110780


34

In order to stem the spread of the virus and mitigate 
its impact, governments have decided ex abrupto the 
massive closure of face-to-face teaching in educatio-
nal institutions. The figures are indisputable: 1.6 billion 
learners have been affected, representing 91.2% of 
all learners worldwide39. In terms of scale, the current 
disruption to the global education system is unprece-
dented. Never in history have we experienced such a 
high level of educational disruption. The crisis threatens 
to reverse years of progress in education, thus jeo-
pardising SDG 4 at the heart of the 2030 Agenda. 

In response, a global coalition for education, has been 
convened by UNESCO to support global communities 
striving to contain the immediate impact of such a dis-
ruption in the eduation sector. 
Governments have developed numerous digital educa-
tional platforms in order to ensure pedagogical conti-
nuity for all learners and to moderate the disruption to 
the global education system. OMEP associations report 
that government measures have been taken as follows: 

In Burkina Faso, the government adopted a response 
plan in April. The plan was put in operation by using 
information and communication technologies for edu-
cation (ICTE) to ensure educational continuity. 

In Kenya, e-learning has been achieved through tele-
vision and radio programmes, including those prepared 
by the Kenya Institute of Curriculum Development for 
the national end-of-year exams. According to statistics 
published by the Kenya National Examinations Council 
(KNEC), 1,938,667 candidates will sit for the final exa-
minations in primary and secondary schools in 2020. 

In Ghana, the Ministry of Education, in collaboration 
with the Ministry of Communication, has implemented 
distance education programmes, mainly on secondary 
and primary education, which are broadcast on televi-
sion and radio stations. Some public schools have also 
used e-learning platforms such as Google Classrooms 
and Class Dojo. 

In Sierra Leone, the Sierra Leone Educational Ser-
vices Commission (TSC) designed a curriculum to be 
aired on radio, which started on 01 April 2020, for pri-
mary and secondary school students. Sierra Leonean 
students can now access free of charge many educa-
tional sites and materials listed thanks to Orange, such 
as Ministry of Education Online Classroom, Wikipedia, 
Khan Academy, Open2Study. 

In Cote d’Ivoire, the closure of schools is balanced out 
by the introduction of distance education, via television 
and radio, provided by UNESCO.

39 UNESCO. COVID-19 Impact on Education.

40 UNESCO. “BELUGA”, the Open Education Resources Online Library for Africa is Open!

Last June, the UNESCO Multisectoral Regional Office 
for West Africa (UNESCO MSRO Abuja), in collabora-
tion with Ganndal Editions and the Association for the 
Promotion of Open Educational Resources in Africa 
(APRELIA), launched a digital educational resource 
platform, called «BELUGA», open for students, tea-
chers, school administrators and parents40. The plat-
form endogenous resources have been widely spread 
on the Facebook Africa groups pages in order to reach 
all actors of the educational community. 

NGO partners have joined this coalition to protect the 
right to education by promoting educational continuity 
for all through distance education.

NGO-UNESCO partners are actively participating in the 
responses that have been displayed, often in coopera-
tion with government agencies and/or the private sec-
tor. Initiatives include the following:

In the remote river islands of northern Bangladesh, the 
difficulty of access, and the lack of roads and electricity 
contribute to a situation where schools are extremely 
complex to manage. 
From 2014, the Friendship organisation, a member of 
MMM, has taken up the educational challenge and de-
veloped Information and Communication Technologies 
(ICT) to overcome geographical isolation and the lack 
of qualified teachers. In total, Friendship has set up 7 
ICT-assisted secondary schools, which are proving to 
be extremely effective, with excellent results compared 
to the national average. This pioneering, unique and 
innovative educational solution has been in place for 
6 years. 

2. 1. Maintaining pedagogical continuity: distance learning

 SDG 4 © United Nations

https://en.unesco.org/covid19/educationresponse
https://en.unesco.org/news/beluga-open-education-resources-online-library-africa-open
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It has enabled the NGO to react quickly and effectively 
to the abrupt closure of schools, due to COVID-19. 
Using digital media, computers and solar panels, 
Friendship provided students with pre-recorded les-
sons by qualified teachers trained in this new educa-
tional modus operandi. Unexpectedly, Friendship’s 
experience in areas affected by the climate and migra-
tion crises in Bangladesh prepared the NGO for the 
COVID-19 pandemic. In fact, the government decided 
last April to broadcast the association’s educational 
videos throughout the country on the national channel 
Shangshad TV. In addition, the national ministry of ICT 
has selected Friendship to contribute to the govern-
ment portal Kishor Batayon, the national reference for 
educational resources.

In Bulgaria, the teams of ATD Fourth World run a Sto-
lipinovo Mobile School, which collects second-hand 
tablets on which a school technician installs educatio-
nal software programs. Thus, children who may have 
neither a computer nor an Internet connection can fa-
miliarise themselves with digital technology. 

In Dar es Salaam, Tanzania, the teams of ATD Four-
th World, with the support of some public schools and 
other institutions, help pupils by providing exercises 
and tests to them via the Internet and television pro-
grammes. 
Teachers play an equally important role by following up 
with students individually by telephone41 and, if need 
be, organising group studies with fewer students, main-
taining a social distance outside. At the same time, 154 
online courses have been uploaded on the dedicated 
Youtube channel to facilitate learners’ access to edu-
cational content. 

Since 2018, the International Montessori Association 
has been running Samburu nomadic schools in the 
Namunyak Conservation Area in northern Kenya. The 
objectives of the Samburu Nomadic School Initiative 
are to:

• Create a long-term sustainable model for edu-
cating children in the Samburu community, with 
the goal of preserving the magnificent cultural 
and natural heritage of the Samburu people and 
lands;

• Ensure that agency for change is in the hands 
of the on-site population. The project is founded 
on the principle of ‘help me to do it by myself’. 
Change will not be imposed but the ‘inspiration 
for change’, ‘guidance for change’ and ‘tools 
for change’ will be provided by participants and 
stakeholders with the project; 

41 134 000 calls for support to children of school age were made during lockdown.

42 OMEP. Banque de ressource. 

• Ensure that the children receive a quality Montes-
sori education that supports individual develop-
ment in the context of community.

 
Following the disruption of the coronavirus, the tent 
school was closed but several teachers continued to 
craft teaching materials in English, Maa, and Swahili 
while waiting for the school to reopen. A nurse also mo-
nitored the health situation, and no cases of COVID-19 
occurred.

In Bangladesh, the Awaj Foundation organised an on-
line dress design competition to help the 600,000 wor-
kers (mostly women) in the textile industry – a sector 
particularly affected by the COVID-19 crisis. In addi-
tion to donating the funds raised, the aim of this on-
line competition is to raise awareness on environment 
and sustainable development. Indeed, participants are 
required to make eco-friendly clothing, an operation 
which is meant to educate them on a zero waste cir-
cular economy approach, taking into account the so-
cial impact, and a transparent and fair supply chain, by 
using ecological and recycled materials. In line with the 
recommendations made by UNESCO, Awaj Founda-
tion continues, despite the pandemic crisis, to train res-
ponsible citizens by stimulating their creativity through 
this environmentally friendly competition.
  
Regarding education for sustainable development 
(ESD) and the environment, OMEP has been conduc-
ting a study in Europe since 2010 on the implementa-
tion of ESD in early childhood, and among teachers. 
Committed to putting theory into practice, from declara-
tions to actions, OMEP has created a rating scale and a 
resource bank42. ESD intervenes from early childhood 
on, thus contributing to building a fairer world by educa-
ting to an eco-citizenship, rather than seeing the world 
simply through an economic lens.
  
The need to maintain the continuity of learning has im-
posed challenges that countries have taken up through 
different solutions. The diversity of displayed responses 
has shown innovative initiatives and promising prac-
tices, as well as important progress in record time to 
ensure continuity of learning. However, NGOs observe 
that national education systems face systemic pro-
blems and challenges that require the implementation 
of concerted and alternative initiatives in order to leave 
no one behind.  

http://eceresourcebank.org/index.php?hCode=RESOURCE_02_01
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With nearly no warning, the right to education has beco-
me globally dependent on internet connectivity.
More than three quarters of the national distance lear-
ning solutions available at the height of the COVID-19 
pandemic relied exclusively on online platforms. Yet 
as many as 465 million children and young people, or 
nearly 47% of all primary and secondary school stu-
dents, do not have access to these platforms due to the 
lack of internet connection at home43.  
Nearly half of the world’s population, some 3 billion 
people, do not have access to the internet. These fi-
gures reflect a real global digital divide, with significant 
gaps in connectivity between countries and within them. 
The pandemic has brought light to these long-standing 
divides, and revealed new ones.

Despite the efforts of governments to diversify distance 
education mechanisms (television channels, radio pro-
grammes, internet), living conditions, lack of access 
to technology, internet and educational materials do 
not allow for inclusive educational continuity. Aware of 
these obstacles, the NGO partners have implemented 
educational responses, beyond the already existing di-
gital platforms, in order to prevent the school drop-out, 
which is likely to be permanent in the long term, espe-
cially for girls. 

In Kenya, ATD Fourth World has created the Tapori 
group in Kibera, the largest slum in Africa, which reach 
out to the poorest children in order to offer them an 
adapted educational solution. Before the pandemic 
broke out, Tapori’s activities took place in a school in 
the slum of Kibera. With the school now closed, Tapori 
facilitators, accompanied by teachers, visit the most 
isolated and vulnerable children and their families twice 
a week. The activities consist in reading mini-books, 
drawing pictures with messages of hope and love, and 
educating the children on the need to limit the spread of 
COVID-19 in the community.

In Tanzania, in Dar es Salaam, lack of connectivity is 
a problem for many families. The teams of ATD Four-
th World have downloaded exercises from the Internet 
and prepared them in paper format, so that they can be 
duplicated and distributed to students who are victims 
of the digital divide. 

43 UNESCO. Making universal connectivity a reality. 

Bibi Teddy said: «We don’t have smartphones, we don’t 
have Internet access, we don’t even know how to use 
them. What you are doing is very useful to our child-
ren». Mama Maria, a resident of Tandale commented: 
«My grandchildren didn’t have anyone to help them 
with their lessons. Without you, they would forget eve-
rything they learned!» 

In Ghana, OMEP intervenes in schools operating in 
low-income areas where accessibility to the Internet or 
devices is a problem, bringing work to children at home. 
OMEP has also distributed workbooks to the most di-
sadvantaged learners in Lagos and Abuja, Nigeria. 

In Spain, the association AFAMER, a member of the 
partner NGO MMM, has created a self-help and soli-
darity centre for rural families, especially the elderly but 
also pupils who have dropped out of school as a result 
of lockdown. The village mayors print out the homework 
and the women, in turn, bring it to their homes, and then 
take the copies back for correction by the teachers.

In the United States, in the market of Gallup, New 
Mexico, ATD Fourth World launched «The Story Gar-
den» in 2012. Working closely with families, this initia-
tive aims to educate children and teenagers who drop-
ped out of school, those who cannot keep up, those 
who have wanted to go for a long time but are not there 
yet. In 2019, 850 children attended «The Story Garden» 
market caravan. When COVID-19 arrived, the market 
closed. Bright with creativity, the teams of ATD Fourth 
World turned «The Story Garden» into an itinerant ca-
ravan in order to maintain the link with isolated families. 

In consideration of these observations, the NGOs re-
commend that priority be given to initiatives aiming to 
maintain contact and educational continuity for the po-
pulations struggling the most to connect, finding them-
selves in unfavourable social and economic conditions. 
On the other hand, maintaining educational processes 
at home and planning educational continuity processes 
adapted to the differences and inequalities of each per-
son are priorities for the return of pupils to school, es-
pecially girls.

2. 2. Access to equitable education

« The option of distant learning reveals and amplifies the digital gap as regards connec-
tivity. Indeed more than 80% of students in Africa do not have acces to the Internet. We 
have to reflect on a structural response which goes beyond the COVID-19 crisis: make 

the education system more resilient, flexible and agile.» 
Stefania Giannini, Assistant Director-General of UNESCO for education.

https://globaleducationcoalition.unesco.org/home/flagships/connectivity
https://fr.unesco.org/news/beluga-bibliotheque-ligne-unesco-ganndal-aprelia-est-ouverte
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Achieving these objectives requires, in part, reinforcing 
efforts to support the improvement of teacher training 
systems in terms of mastery of digital content, profes-
sional skills and adapted pedagogy. NGOs assess tea-
cher capacity building as a key need for the future of 
education.

During the temporary school closure, very few schools 
were able to react – teachers were not prepared to give 
lessons via Zoom, Google classroom, edmodo, etc. – 
and the teachers were not prepared to give lessons via 
the Internet altogether. In many countries of the African 
continent, OMEP reports that the cost of data, erratic 
power supply, and the instability of the Internet do not 
allow schools to provide distance education. Indeed, 
one of the main challenges is to encourage teachers 
to volunteer to run distance education programmes 
– most feel they cannot afford appropriate training to 
conduct these programmes. 

Secondly, OMEP warns of the extreme fatigue of tea-
chers who are both responsible for helping families 
and maintaining contact with students so that they do 
not drop out. Others, in Africa for example, have aban-
doned their posts and their students. The latter, left to 
their own devices, have had to fend for themselves at 
home with or without the Internet.

Additionally, NGOs report a feeling of powerlessness 
in the face of the heterogeneity of approaches and me-
thods adopted by different schools. In response, OMEP 
recommends, in particular, the development of a colla-
borative network of educators to pool and modify exis-
ting resources for a better understanding of new online 
educational methods. 

In consequence, capacity development activities at 
country level should be strengthened and harmonised, 
targeting teachers from the most vulnerable and disad-
vantaged communities. Ensuring quality education by 
designing specific training courses contributes to the 
achievement of SDGs 4 and 10 of the 2030 Agenda.

SDG 10 © Nations Unies
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2. 3. The long-term effects of school closures

«In order to rise to the challenges of our time, a move towards more inclusive education 
is non-negotiable. To rethink the future of education is all the more important after the 
COVID 19 pandemic as it has deeply aggravated existing inequalities – failure to act is 

not an option.» 
Audrey Azoulay, Director-General of UNESCO

A. School drop-outs

Last August, UNESCO warned that only one in three 
students in the world would return to school. 
«One billion students, two-thirds of the global student 
population, face either school closures or uncertainty»44 
Indeed, dropping out of school has proven to be the 
first direct impact of measures in the field of education.

UNESCO’s NGO partner, ATD Fourth World, warns 
of the risk of a «blank year», a synonym for failure at 
school for learners. As a result, NGOs predict a sharp 
increase in the rate of school drop-out  – learning op-
portunities having been reduced or, in some cases, 
non-existent during the COVID-19 crisis. 

Resultantly, the NGO Otitsara, member of MMM, notes 
in a survey carried out on the consequences of the 
pandemic on young people in Madagascar their new 
preference for short studies. Learners now want a quick 
qualification by shortening their years of training. 

NGOs also highlight that unemployment rates are lin-
ked to school enrolment rates. That is why many lear-
ners whose parents have lost their jobs will not return to 
school to support their families. 
In addition, OMEP notes that the abrupt order to close 
schools has not only affected the academic work of stu-
dents but has also caused serious financial difficulties 
for the operation of most private schools. As a result, a 
series of permanent closures of private schools, which 
have tuition fees as their only source of income, is ex-
pected. Conjointly, the unemployment rate of school 
staff is increasing. This is particularly the case in Le-
banon, where a large number of teachers now find 
themselves without income. The war, and now the 
COVID-19 crisis and the consequences of the serious 
explosions, have disrupted education, provoking a cas-
cade of school closures that is lowering the standard of 
education. While some private denominational schools 
continue to exist, an educational communalism tends to 
be established, threatening Lebanese social cohesion. 

44 UNESCO. As a new academic year begins, UNESCO warns that only one third of students will return to school.

45 UNESCO. Global education monitoring report, 2020: Inclusion and education: all means all.

46 Ibid.  
47 UNESCO. Twice as many girls as boys will never start school says new UNESCO Gender eAtlas.
48 UNESCO. COVID-19 and Gender equality.

This is why it is essential to maintain public schools, in 
the broadest sense, and to support private schools that 
accept students of all faiths.
This crisis, as aforementionned in the present report, 
is not levelling inequalities but deepening them. In the 
face of COVID-19, the social fabric is increasingly frac-
tured; inequality of rights and opportunities for educa-
tion is highly exacerbated.

According to UNESCO’s Global Monitoring Report, 
Inclusion and Education: all means all45, 40% of the 
poorest countries failed to support at-risk learners du-
ring the COVID-19 crisis46. These alarming figures cor-
roborate NGO predictions on the direct impact of the 
temporary closure of educational institutions, school 
drop-outs – and especially girls dropping out of school.

B. Gender equality

Whilst before the crisis girls were already half as likely 
to go to school47, after the COVID-19 crisis more than 
11 million girls may not return to school48. Girls’ drop-out 
threatens not only their future but also that of society as 
a whole, jeopardizing decades of hard won progress 
towards gender equality. 

SDG 5 © United Nations

https://news.un.org/fr/story/2020/06/1071582
https://en.unesco.org/news/new-academic-year-begins-unesco-warns-only-one-third-students-will-return-school
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000373718
https://en.unesco.org/news/twice-many-girls-boys-will-never-start-school-says-new-unesco-gender-eatlas
https://en.unesco.org/covid19/educationresponse/girlseducation
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In Côte d’Ivoire, in Bouaké, the Claire Amitié associa-
tion, a member of the NGO CCIC, in charge of mana-
ging a reception and training centre for marginalised 
girls, adapted its classes from the very beginning of 
lockdown. Third year students were thus able to obtain 
their diplomas in hairdressing, cooking or sewing. In ad-
dition, 7,000 masks were made and sold to the popula-
tions of Bouaké and the surrounding villages to ensure 
the salaries of the centre’s teachers. 

Preventing through education the exposure of girls to 
the risks of pregnancy, early and forced marriage, and 
violence, is a priority of the NGO partners in order to 
strengthen women’s empowerment – essential for the 
achievement of the Global 2030 Agenda. For many, 
education is not simply a means to a better life, but it 
represents a real escape route, a necessary protection 
for their survival.49 

In Uruguay, the CEPRODIH association, a member of 
the partner NGO MMM, supports women in situations 
of extreme social vulnerability: unemployment, domestic 
violence, abandonment during pregnancy, etc. 
CEPRODIH has ensured the continuity of appren-
ticeship by focusing its sewing courses on mask making. 
The association has trained volunteers in new computer 
technologies so that they can give the courses online. 

49 On this subject, the Rozaria Memorial Trust association, a member of MMM, leads researches in Zimbabwe on COVID-19 consequences 
on gender, especially the following subjects: child marriage, education, mental health of young girls, etc. Rozaria Memorial Trust also works on the 
modalities of school reopening. 
50 Afghanistant Libre. Women in Afghanistan.

By thus adapting learning practices and content, CE-
PRODIH maintains the development of the female lear-
ners’ skills, which will be essential for them to cope with 
their environment. 

One of the countries most affected by the risk of gir-
ls dropping out of school is Afghanistan. As the world 
continues to focus on the evolution of the coronavirus, 
Afghan women are committed to preserving their hard-
won right to education in a particularly unstable political 
climate. With the support of UNESCO, the country has 
achieved a significant increase in the number of girls 
and young women attending school. In 2002, there were 
1 million learners, all boys. In 2016, 39% of nine million 
registered learners were girls50. 
Despite a context of violence and daily attacks, Afghan 
civil society is mobilised to defend the right to educa-
tion for women and girls. To that end, the NGO MMM 
is leading the #RaiseApen campaign to support Afghan 
mothers in their fight to maintain their daughters’ educa-
tion. They are the first to take part in the campaign, for 
they are acutely aware that educated women are figh-
ting on the front line in the COVID-19 response: doctors, 
teachers, politicians at the highest level, journalists, etc. 
Private initiatives are also being carried out, including an 
aid programme for girls’ education by Hamidullah Arefi, 
Secretary of South Asia Foundation Afghanistan.

Afghan Schoolgirls © Hamidullah Arefi/SAF  

https://www.afghanistan-libre.org/en/who-are-we-2/women-in-afghanistan/
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C. Inclusive education

Social inclusion is contingent of the right to education. 
This is why access to quality inclusive education at all 
levels is a real priority for NGO partners. Migrants, dis-
placed or disabled people, all the actors in the global 
education system must be taken into account.  

ADD International has stepped up its efforts in the field 
to ensure equity of access to education for people with 
disabilities (Disability is not inability). In Tanzania, the 
association has enabled 1404 learners with disabilities 
to enter primary or nursery school; 1174 teachers have 
been trained in disability-specific needs in order to deli-
ver adapted learning programs. 
ADD’s Education Officer in Siporah district in Tanzania 
says: «Families often hide their disabled children. They 
don’t want others to know that a disabled child is living 
in their home. ADD International visits villages to raise 
awareness about the rights of people with disabilities. 
They advise the community not to hide disabled child-
ren, but to send them to school instead. Parents are 
now beginning to understand that children living with 
disabilities deserve an education.»51

To revert to an earlier example in India, the activities 
of the MONTFORT CARE school, a member of CCIC, 
Bombay, which is dedicated to deaf and dumb people 
whose parents subsist mainly in the informal economy, 
have continued despite the pandemic. 

Through these examples, NGO-UNESCO partners 
reaffirm their commitment to a right to education for all. 
The COVID-19 pandemic is an opportunity to rethink 
how emergency education planning can integrate all 
actors in the global education system. Poverty must no 
longer deprive children of an education. Gender, geo-
graphy, disability, ethnicity, language, religion, are all 
factors of exclusion. Fewer than one in ten countries 
has laws that help to ensure full inclusion in education52. 

D. Food security for children

The persistence of exclusion from education, together 
with the COVID-19 irruption, has a direct impact on 
the physical health of learners. The education crisis 
has dramatically worsened the situation of acute food 
insecurity in which children were already living. 368.5 
million children depend on school meals as a reliable 
source of daily nutritione53.

The temporary closure of schools therefore has direct 
repercussions on the physical health of learners and, 
subconsequently, indirect effects on their mental health.

51 ADD International. Education for All,Tanzania.

52 Op.cit. UNESCO. Global education monitoring report, 2020: Inclusion and education: all means all.
53 Op. Cit. Policy brief: The impact of COVID-19 on children.

E. Mental health 

The interruption of schooling also leads to other shortco-
mings more difficult to measure, yet equally serious. 
Some parents, who have to juggle with work and family 
responsibilities, have a reduced economic productivity. 
Economic insecurity, coupled with the unability for child-
ren to access school meals, may force families to resort 
to harmful survival strategies, including child labour or a 
decline in the number and quality of meals. The closure 
of schools has a negative impact on the well-being of 
children and the results of learners. 

During these widespread lockdowns, children may have 
been exposed to violence in their homes and communi-
ties, including economic insecurity and poverty-related 
stress. Isolated, they may have been unable to escape 
cycles of violence and receive adequate care. Without 
appropriate care, these traumas may hinder their ability 
to progress in their apprenticeship. 

The spread of distance education has had an impact on 
the exposure of children and young people to screens. 
The multiplication of educational materials and video 
games encourages them to increase their time of ex-
posure. This form of learning and entertainment, which 
has de facto replaced all others during lockdown, can 
hamper the cognitive development of the child and be-
come particularly anxiety-provoking because of the un-
controlled content that may be broadcast.
At any rate, the NGO Otitsara, a member of MMM, re-
ports that individual activities at home do not make up 
for their need for collective activities. 

Regardless of physical health, these consequential ef-
fects are detrimental to the well-being, in the broadest 
sense, of all stakeholders in the education system. 
COVID-19 will have serious repercussions on the men-
tal health of learners. The psychological impact of the 
pandemic and its accompanying measures should not 
be underestimated. There is therefore an urgent need 
to address the socio-emotional needs of students and 
teachers by providing appropriate psychosocial sup-
port. Support for teachers is all the more important as 
their emotions and stress levels influence those of stu-
dents and other teachers. 

Psychosocial support must be an essential pillar of 
the COVID-19 response, declares the NGO AJAD, a 
member of MMM in Cote d’Ivoire, which has decided 
to open the first education psychology clinic. This clinic 
aims to integrate into its distance teaching the psycho-
logical monitoring of students and parents. 

https://add.org.uk/tanzania-inclusive-education
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000373718
https://unsdg.un.org/sites/default/files/2020-04/160420_Covid_Children_Policy_Brief.pdf
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In order to better understand the need in mental health 
of children, OMEP France carried out a questionnaire 
last spring with the objective of collecting children’s tes-
timonies on illness, lockdown, home schooling and the 
use of screens. Namely, the study aimed to find out :
 
• What the children knew about the disease and 

the precautions to be taken, and the source of 
this information; 

• What educators and teachers had done to reas-
sure young children while balancing health pre-
cautions with the rational and emotional needs of 
the children;

• The advantages and disadvantages of home 
schooling;

• Screen use.

OMEP, AMI and Otitsara, a member of MMM, are 
NGOs that insist on the essential role of playing for 
children with regard to the effects of confinement on 
family balance and its impact. In fact, play, and more 
broadly leisure activities, are particularly decisive for 
the child’s development. Play is also representative of 
the world, as this example illustrates: «The other day, in 
the schoolyard of my village, the children were playing 
at exterminating Coco the virus.» 

The games allow children to transform their fears and 
tame them, especially in the context of collective games 
where imagination roams free. The aim is to preserve 
«cultural health», according to psychoanalyst Sophie 
Marinopoulos. «The idea is to associate health issues 
with cultural issues, by demonstrating that one does not 
go without the other, i.e. the health of relationships with 
others», explains Maryse Métra, a psychologist specia-
lised in children and adolescents, member of OMEP-
France.

In Lille, France, the community of the Salesian Sisters 
of Don Bosco, a member of the CCIC, runs a leisure 
centre that welcomes children and adolescents all year 
round. During lockdown, this community wanted to 
transfer the leisure centre to the house. 
«One tutorial a day with a simple activity, to be done 
alone or with others. It is always done by a member of 
the team or one of the Valdocco volunteers, we want 
to do them ourselves to keep in touch with the young 
people rather than just send links. This obliges us to 
choose carefully the type of activity and how each fa-
mily can carry it out.»
Enabling people to play together, providing spaces for 
playful encounters in an increasingly difficult daily life, 
working and developing certain skills are all objectives 
of the association. 

OMEP also led the «Colour your rights» project, which 
aims to promote cultural expression and children’s 
rights through drawing. The issue of non-compliance 
with the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) 
has been largely called into question by the measures 
decided to fight against the pandemic, and should be 
taken into account in post-COVID reflections.  

In Egypt, the Tawasol Community School in Cairo of the 
International Montessori Association has trained many 
young people to make high quality kites to be sold on 
the school’s online shop. The project has grown very 
quickly and now helps many low-income families. This 
project also responds to the importance of encouraging 
children’s creativity. The school’s online shop offers 
hundreds of amazing products made by the students. 
Maintaining learning by making young people partici-
pate in a supportive and creative project contributes to 
their personal development, so that they feel useful, 
competent, and appreciated.  

Schoolgirl of the Samburu Nomadic School © Association Montessori Internationale/Esf
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2. 4. The impact of the pandemic on early childhood and families

NGOs are concerned about the lack of early childhood 
care in the COVID-19 response. Since the beginning 
of the pandemic, OMEP has been organising several 
webinars, including some on early childhood care in 
times of crisis and for future post-COVID priorities. One 
webinar is on assessing the impact of the pandemic on 
the physical and mental well-being of the very young 
children. 

Wearing masks in crèches, for example, questions 
NGOs. Generalisation of masks is justified, yet it is le-
gitimate to ask what pathologies will be developed by 
very young children who have not experienced «the 
world from before». «With the emotions shown by the 
face, a child learns how to express his or her own fee-
lings, and to decode those of others. This is an impor-
tant learning process that makes us social beings and 
also leads to the learning of empathy,» says speech 
therapist Virginie Pellion.

The role of educational actors is crucial for the deve-
lopment of children aged 0 to 3 years. The Incheon 
Framework for Action, adopted at the 38th General 
Conference of UNESCO, recommends in its indicative 
strategies to «support families as children’s first care-
givers.»54 

The role of families, of parents, is essential in the fight 
against the pandemic and distance education. For the 
first time, this unprecedented involvement of families 
moves the boundaries of formal, informal and non-for-
mal education. A forced educational experience, it has 
its sources of additional problems for families, but it 
also reveals itself as an opportunity for the future of 
education. 

Families have committed themselves to ensuring the 
continuity of education and have sought innovative so-
lutions to respond to the emergency of the global edu-
cation crisis. Different family situations have highlighted 
inequalities in the implementation of distance educa-
tion programmes. Economically advantaged families 
have a higher level of education and more resources 
to fill gaps in learning. In view of this, adult education 
is becoming a major issue so that adults can fully play 
their role as educators and can support their children 
in their distance learning. Women are more often in-
volved in providing care and support for school educa-
tion, but they are often the least educated and they lack 
self-confidence for fear of not being up to the level of 
work required of their children.

54 UNESCO. Incheon Declaration and Framework for Action for the implementation of Sustainable Development Goal 4.

The General Delegate of ATD Fourth World, Isabelle 
Pypaert Perrin, spoke at a webinar on the occasion of 
the International Day of Families on the theme «Lear-
ning from families in poverty in times of pandemic». 
After insisting on how families challenge us with their 
ability to resist the crisis together, she recalled «the dif-
ficulty of family life when it comes to living on a very low 
income, or no income at all, in very small homes, with 
children who no longer go to school at all! How do you 
choose between feeding the children or paying for the 
internet connection for online courses?».

The involvement of families in educational processes 
has had positive impacts. It has revealed the enrich-
ment of learning that encourages interaction between 
different members of the household. It is a collective, 
participatory educational model that allows everyone 
to learn together. Intergenerational exchanges have 
been strengthened and have led to the acquisition of 
new knowledge and skills through new educational ex-
periences.

Another positive consequence of the involvement of fa-
milies is the increased collaboration between teachers 
and parents. The schools provide online courses and 
the parents provide follow-up. The mutual understan-
ding of each other’s problems and taking into account 
each other’s constraints strengthens collaboration 
between the various educational players. Regular ex-
changes enable teachers to gain a better understan-
ding of the child’s environment, and help parents to 
learn about adequate teaching methods. Encouraging 
future interactions between families, and members of 
the educational community, appears now essential.

However, many families have found themselves unable 
to ensure regular, effective monitoring without prepa-
ration or acquisition of the necessary teaching tools. 
The production of practical guides to home schooling 
for parents could respond to the lack of training and the 
distress of some. NGOs report the difficulties encoun-
tered by many parents, from all social backgrounds, 
to whom distance learning caused stress, loss of 
self-confidence and even psychological distress, which 
can lead to violence within the home. 

http://uis.unesco.org/sites/default/files/documents/education-2030-incheon-framework-for-action-implementation-of-sdg4-2016-en_2.pdf
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Some NGOs, such as Accion Familiar, a MMM member 
in Spain, have created psychological and behavioural 
support for parents, with the setting up of workshops and 
online courses to acquire basic socio-emotional skills and 
training in comprehensive education. During lockdown, 
the courses and workshops focused on how to prevent 
violence, on family resilience, on self-esteem, on family 
co-responsibility, on intergenerational relationships. 

A parenting support programme appeared relevant be-
fore the pandemic. It is now an imperative response to 
the challenges that families are currently facing and will 
continue to face in the post-COVID period. A shared, par-
ticipatory and supportive reflection between parents, fa-
milies, educators, teachers, scientists and governments 
could be the basis for joint action.

As UNESCO advoactes in its report, Rethinking edu-
cation: towards a global common good?, « it is vital to 
promote a more significant and more explicit role for civil 
society in education.»55 

55 UNESCO. Rethinking education: towards a global common good?

Quite clearly, the education crisis reinforces the urgency 
of in-depth collaboration between international agencies 
and NGOs and, beyond, with civil society. More than 
ever, UNESCO must strengthen its partnerships with 
NGOs, which have a decisive role to play in achieving 
the SDGs of the 2030 Agenda – and at large, in building 
a better future.

All over the world, movements of solidarity between ci-
tizens have been initiated. Spontaneous solidarity, both 
individual and universal, has emerged to support care-
givers, neighbours and isolated family members and, 
across borders, between citizens of the world, all victims 
of the pandemic. Social networks have played a key role, 
as the NGOs participating in this solidarity project have 
observed. The following chapter reviews the role of new 
technologies in the COVID-19 response in the field of 
Communication and Information. 

© Mothers2Mothers/MMM



45
© Jean Bolly Kouassi      



46

From the very beginning of the health crisis, NGO-UNESCO partners noticed that rumors, fake news and conspiracy 
theories around COVID-19 were proliferating online. They threaten people’s health; discredit public action; delegiti-
mize prevention measures; and trigger social tensions, stigmatizing speech and hate crimes against various groups 
and nationalities. The spread of the coronavirus has indeed given rise to a pandemic of misinformation affecting 
the fabric of societies already fractured by an unprecedented crisis and its dramatic economic, political and social 
consequences. 

While misinformation is clearly not a new concept, it takes on a whole new dimension in times of global crisis by 
contributing very clearly to the accelerated spread of the COVID-19 pandemic. Whether through targeted, even 
commercially organized methods, or organically – people involuntarily sharing information without checking it – the 
means of spreading misinformation are manifold56. The pollution of the global, regional and local information ecosys-
tem is very real. 

But it is also necessary to underline the formidable vectors of solidarity that the new technologies provide and that 
makes it possible to reach remote populations and to adapt anti-COVID measures to marginalized populations. 
Lives are thus saved by strengthening the bonds of trust within civil society, particularly with the volunteers of local 
associations.

56 UNESCO. Stop COVID-19 disinformation at the root with media and information literacy.

« #COVID19 fuels other viruses of fake news, mistrust and nationalism. 
In response, we can only count on scientific research, information and cooperation. »

Audrey Azoulay, 13 mars 2020 - Twitter
 

© UNESCO

Communication and Information

Chapter 3

https://en.unesco.org/news/stop-covid-19-disinformation-root-media-and-information-literacy
https://twitter.com/unesco/status/1238558850736893953
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Creating reliable networks

Concerning this project, all Facebook groups set up by 
the concerned NGO partners are subject to a truthfulness 
monitoring. They are open-ended groups for which each 
member must answer identification questions, commit-
ting to respect a charter of good conduct. Thus, the 
member associations can share and exchange through 
the pages of the groups all kinds of information, good 
practices, tools and resources concerning COVID-19. 
The number of publications concerning disinformation 
has led the group of NGO-UNESCO partners to create 
within each group a section dedicated to « Fight against 
disinformation » to point out publications on this theme.

Thus, this project supports UNESCO’s values by partici-
pating in its actions to respond to the COVID-19 pandemic. 

 

 

57 UNESCO. Visual resources to download and share. 

Education to master information

Because education and awareness raising are reme-
dies to curb the virality of misinformation, communi-
cation and awareness campaigns on the COVID-19 
pandemic have been conducted jointly between NGOs, 
governments and UNESCO. NGOs have indeed re-
layed on the pages of their Facebook groups the cam-
paigns against disinformation conducted by UNESCO. 
For example, the visuals, graphics and social media 
messages produced and vehicled by UNESCO57 to 
counter misinformation and fight against discrimina-
tion have been widely disseminated on all Facebook 
groups.

Also, NGOs have retransmitted UNESCO’s audio mes-
sages to local radio stations and associations.

3. 1. Fighting massive infodemic

 © UNESCO

https://en.unesco.org/covid19/communicationinformationresponse/visualresources
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3. 2. Fight against desinformation

Last February, Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus, Direc-
tor-General of the World Health Organization (WHO)58, 
stated that the speed and ease of propagation of fake 
news is far superior to that of the virus. NGO reports 
reveal that by having a very direct impact on people 
around the world, they are a real danger.

Cote d’Ivoire is a prime example of how fake news can 
have serious repercussions from one region to another. 
On April 10, 2020, the NGO AJAD, a member of the 
NGO Make Mothers Matter, shares on the Facebook 
page of the Cote d’Ivoire solidarity group the conse-
quences of some rumors coming from France. Two doc-
tors have been talking about the possibility of testing a 
vaccine against COVID-19 in Africa during a discussion 
on the French channel LCI. The comments are widely 
shared on social networks. The information, which has 
circulated as far away as Cote d’ivoire, has caused pa-
nic and fear among young people of a vaccine tested by 
whites on blacks. In response, young people attack a 
drop-in center in Yopugon and destroy two in Koumassi 
and Anono, Abidjan. The lack of clarity in the dissemina-
tion of official information and the growing anxiety asso-
ciated with the COVID-19 pandemic created a climate of 
uncertainty and mistrust of government authorities. The 
population is questioning the purpose of these recep-
tion centers, and mistrust is growing towards the medi-
cal profession. At the end of April 2020, a Public Health 
Pharmacy truck filled with medicines destined to Ivorian 
hospitals was looted thinking it was carrying vaccines. 
«The processing of information is not good. Informa-
tion frightens the population but does not make them 
aware.» The NGO AJAD, a member of Make Mothers 
Matter, reacts by taking action with religious leaders 
and communities. Young volunteers prevent violence by 
carrying out solidarity actions and disseminating verified 
information in order to preserve social cohesion. 

On April 20, OMEP in Kenya states that the Ministry of 
Health is the only one to transmit information on CO-
VID-19 through the media, but that a large part of the po-
pulation does not receive this information. At the same 
time, the Ministry of Health notes a drastic drop in the 
number of people seeking help from medical services 
in hospitals and health facilities during the same period. 
Many people have resorted to traditional herbs and on-
line prescriptions for fear of going to hospitals during the 
COVID-19 period. While the drop in attendance signifi-
cantly impacts prenatal and postnatal clinics, there is a 
very limited number of essential early childhood vacci-
nations. This is a particularly worrisome decline noted 
by most NGOs in many countries because, in compa-
rison, malaria – with one child dying every two minutes 
– kills more than coronavirus. As a result, NGOs fear a 
future increase in child mortality.

58 OMS. Munich Security Conference.

If at the beginning of the crisis the information does 
not raise awareness but on the contrary frightens, this 
is partly due to insufficient cooperation between state 
bodies, NGOs, associations and civil society. Close 
cooperation is essential for two main reasons. First, by 
their physical proximity, NGOs on the ground know the 
local populations and their needs precisely. The NGOs 
act as close as possible to the populations and establish 
aid in a long-term logic. In this sense, they are key in-
terlocutors for the transmission of reliable and accurate 
information. 

The second reason lies in the fact that informing is not 
enough, it is a question of restoring confidence by taking 
initiatives in favor of the most destitute. More than a cri-
sis of misinformation, it is a crisis of confidence. Now, for 
the same reason described above, the populations have 
confidence in civil society. As a result, they have a very 
effective intervention capacity. 

To counteract the disinfodemic, NGO-UNESCO partners 
quickly joined forces to contain and actively counter the 
dangerous untruths and mystifications that disinfor-
mation has spread. Alongside the project of creating 
networks from which NGOs were able to disseminate 
accurate facts and information, NGOs also did a lot of 
on the ground work.

https://www.who.int/director-general/speeches/detail/munich-security-conference
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3. 3. Raising awareness to protective measures

Many tools have proven to be particularly effective, 
including providing technical support (dissemination 
of essential information on care and a list of referral 
hospitals). Campaigns to disseminate the right barrier 
gestures and services such as tests or home visits are 
shared as widely as possible, as well as World Health 
Organization (WHO) guidelines. The publication in 
many languages by the WHO of a book to help children 
and young people to cope with COVID-19 is shared by 
local associations for families on all continents thanks 
to the Facebook pages. Similarly, many publications 
include warnings about the spread of the virus and ad-
vice, often from young people to other young people. 
Facebook has undoubtedly alerted and protected. 

Reports of educational actions to respect the guidelines 
against the pandemic are regularly posted on Face-
book pages.

In Cote d’Ivoire, the associations Coeurs Vaillants, 
Âmes Vaillantes, MIDADE, a member of the NGO 
CCIC, produce videos for an awareness campaign to 
mobilize children and their parents on barrier gestures, 
instructions for use and making a mask. 

Last June, the children of Guinea Conakry of the as-
sociation Coeurs Vaillants, Âmes Vaillantes, MIDADE 
(CCIC) took advantage of the resumption of weekly 
meetings after the lockdown to sensitize the popula-
tions to the barrier gestures through music, by posting 
videos, with songs. 

In spite of the restrictive measures set up by the various 
governments, the ATD Quart Monde teams looked for 

innovative ways to raise awareness of the virus and 
protection measures but also to maintain contact with 
families and children. For example, last May in Burundi, 
ATD Quart Monde decided to make every child an am-
bassador, an actor in the fight against COVID-19. 

In India, the NGO AMI provides training for early child-
hood workers so that they can then train families and 
children in barrier gestures. 

In Bangladesh, Anando, a member of IFOR, deve-
loped an Awareness Raising Campaign on COVID19 
through Local TV Channel and an Awareness Raising 
Campaign on COVID19 Prevention by using Hand 
Mike. Total five local cable TV operators have been 
engaged for broadcasting the videos on prevention of 
COVID19 that prepared by the project.

In addition, due to financial constraints, a number of 
countries on the African continent have opted to dis-
seminate information – in the absence of a distribution 
of food, masks, etc. – to children. However, health in-
formation cannot be credible and respected without 
concrete help to the populations. It is futile to try to 
raise awareness about handwashing when people do 
not have access to clean water or soap. This is why in 
the Central African Republic, ATD Quart Monde teams 
have provided mobile water sources with soap by en-
trusting a group of young people with the responsibility 
of raising awareness in their neighborhood and beyond. 
By educating and explaining that children can in turn 
pass on the right gestures and attitudes, they can re-
verse the trend by producing a viable chain of informa-
tion. 

Market in Ivory Coast © Amadou Tapsoba
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Social networks are, in their entirety, the witness of a 
unique and global solidarity movement, present at all 
levels. The project developed by UNESCO’s NGO 
partners is a perfect illustration of this observation. This 
project weaves at the same time a real network of mu-
tual aid, with concrete initiatives to fight against hunger 
and disease, but also psychological support, reflection 
and questioning on a planetary scale. To this effect, 
all the NGOs of this project have organized nume-
rous conferences and seminars around the COVID-19 
pandemic, using social networks as a platform for ex-
change and ideas. At the same time, the NGOs gathe-
red around this project are also carrying out reflections 
on the post-COVID-19 period in order to rethink the 
world of tomorrow. 

The remarkable willingness of civil society to act should 
be underlined. This crisis will have demonstrated its vi-
tality in its entirety, its extraordinary desire to take ac-
tion. Much more than the initiative of NGOs, entire po-
pulations have felt the need to unite via social networks. 
Civil society has continued to serve as a source of re-
silience, strengthening social cohesion at a time when 
collective fragility is at its height. It is important to insist 
on this point - in order to take it into account. Popula-
tions are affected all over the world and have to face the 
same enemy: disease, and its consequences, during 
the same period of time. NGOs attest to the conside-
rable mobilization, notably through social networks, of 
civil society against the inequalities revealed by the di-
gital divide (cf. paragraph ‘Access to information: The 
digital divide’).

Another point remains to be stressed. The Facebook 
tool is the vector and the witness of an exceptional mu-
tual aid between young people. Thus, many students 
of the South Asia Foundation share their daily life, their 
fears and their initiatives in favor of the people most 
affected by COVID-19. They are a very useful source 
of information on the spread of the virus and the living 
conditions of students in South Asia in various countries 
including: Pakistan, Afghanistan, India, Bangladesh, 
Bhutan, Nepal, Sri Lanka, Maldives.

In Côte d’Ivoire, the NGO AJAD MMM participated 
with the UNESCO Office in Abidjan and the Ministry of 
National Education, Technical Education and Vocatio-
nal Training of Cote d’Ivoire, in a geolocation survey 
of services dedicated to meeting the needs of young 
people in the greater Abidjan area for the HELLO ADO 
application.

AJAD/MMM were associated to the realization of a geo-
localized directory of structures offering health, protec-
tion, law and justice services for adolescents and youth 
from May 13 to May 19, 2020 in the city of Songon. 

New technologies have enabled NGOs to continue to 
support populations remotely by adapting and imple-
menting self-help platforms. Among which we name: 

 ► In Nigeria, the program « Wash from the start 
» initiated by OMEP and UNICEF has been wi-
dely disseminated on platforms and networks.  
Involving families, the use of this program has 
been very effective. 

 ► In Morocco, the association HEURE JOYEUSE, 
a member of Make Mothers Matter, digitalized 
its assistance to families (care, food aid, etc.).  
In this way, the link with the families was main-
tained. 

 ► In the northern region of Uganda, in response to 
the increase in acts of violence against women, 
IFOR has established a partnership between 
civil society, the private sector and public insti-
tutions. The Data driven gender-based violence 
intervention platform is the result of collaborative 
work with the NGO Handle Uganda, the Ameri-
can company Patira Data Science, and Uganda 
District Development and Communication in the 
Acholi sub-region. 

3. 4. Dissiminating reliable information on COVID-19 

New technologies 

President of lAJAD MMM, Jean Bolly Kouassi 
© AJAD/MMM
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 ► In Thailand, BPW launched the « BPW Thai 
Shop - Line » online application on April 20 to 
help Thai BPW members sell their products via 
the Internet and create a network of exchanges.  
The objective of this application is twofold: to 
create a solidarity network and to ensure a mini-
mum income during this health and socio-econo-
mic crisis. 

3. 5. Access to information: the Digital Divide

© BPW Bangkok

While a significant number of initiatives have certain-
ly been implemented as part of the response to CO-
VID-19, such as distance education or massive com-
munication and awareness campaigns, it is clear that 
many of these actions have not reached the popula-
tions.  

Local ATD Quart Monde teams from 10 African coun-
tries59 ttestify that the governments of the countries 
mentioned have indeed taken various measures to 
protect their citizens. And, in urban areas, people have 
become aware of basic protection and prevention mea-
sures. On the other hand, in peripheral areas where 
there is a drastic lack of resources, information (and 
necessary assistance) does not arrive. In remote areas 
with limited access to new technologies, it is difficult for 
the population to access the information disseminated 
about the pandemic and its protection measures. 

NGO-UNESCO partners have therefore stepped up 
their efforts to improve the accessibility of information 
and to support the most destitute populations in a very 
concrete way. Namely: 

In Lagos Nigeria, OMEP distributes posters, explai-
ning the five most important barrier gestures, to child-
ren in poor areas and public elementary school. A jingle 
on COVID-19 was also composed by two children 
members of the association.

59 Burkina Faso, Burundi, Cameroun, Central African Republic, Democratic Republic of Congo, Kenya, Sénégal, Tanzania, Togo. 

In France, ATD Quart Monde launched a mobilization 
campaign « Let’s fight exclusion, confined but connec-
ted ».
While the social link between family and friends is usual-
ly important to prevent isolation and social exclusion, in 
times of crisis such as the one we are going through, 
this link becomes vital. New technologies, including the 
cell phone, are now emerging as one of the best means 
and tools to maintain this social link, which we particu-
larly need. Distance communication, home schooling, 
administrative procedures, access to information and 
culture, these were the components of lockdown. To 
this day, there is still a great disparity in access to new 
technologies, especially the Internet. In response to this 
divide, ATD Quart Monde approached telephone ope-
rators for unlimited prepaid cards, for free unblocking 
of blocked packages and for an Internet package of at 
least 10 GB for the most disadvantaged – and this, until 
the end of lockdown (i.e. May 2020). 

In Uruguay, the NGO CEPRODIH, a member of Make 
Mothers Matter, has been supporting since the begin-
ning of the pandemic 300 women in extremely vulne-
rable situations (unemployment, domestic violence, 
abandonment during pregnancy) by negotiating with 
telephone companies for a free increase in cellular data 
so that they can continue their income-generating acti-
vity. It allows the empowerment of these women. 

In Sudan, the NGO ADD International ensures that all 
essential information and updates reach local members 
who may not have smartphones. In this way, the most 
marginalized and poorest are not left behind. Activists 
share messages on local radio programs and even tra-
vel to villages, making public announcements from their 
cars using microphones. 

© ATD Quart Monde
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Language is the very first means of communication. To 
this effect, international bodies must ensure that popu-
lations have access to information on COVID-19 in their 
own language. Special measures had to be taken to en-
sure the availability and access to socially appropriate 
information. Governments and NGOs have developed 
and disseminated multilingual information materials, in-
cluding radio spots. 
UNESCO’s NGO partners have thus accompanied po-
pulations in implementing their own plans for the pro-
tection of their communities and in participating in the 
development of regional initiatives to ensure that these 
do not discriminate against them.

In Bangladesh, Friendship, member of the NGO partner 
MMM, rallied Rohingya volunteers and Burmese lan-
guage teachers to deliver preventive messages to more 
than 600 households in the refugee camps. 

In Colombia, the association ASODAMAS, a member 
of Make Mothers Matter, created a local radio station, 
Radio Gestion Social, for isolated Colombian popula-
tions to advise and support them in their own language, 
promoting social mutual aid in times of global pande-
mic. 

On August 6, the association « Mothers2Mothers », 
a member of Make Mothers Matter, created the Vir-
tual Mentor Mother Platform via WhatsApp for the 
sub-Saharan African region (Angola, Kenya, Ghana, 
Lesotho, Malawi, Mozambique, South Africa, Tanza-
nia, Uganda). It allows the dissemination of prevention 
messages, disseminated by WHO, translated into more 
than 30 languages. While WhatsApp60 is a widely used 
format in Africa, translating and adapting health infor-
mation into as many languages allows millions of Afri-
cans to access lastest information. 

Spontaneous youth initiatives are shared on the Cote 
d’Ivoire’s Facebook page to disseminate health ins-
tructions in local languages to elders in their villages. A 
young person also calls for videos, texts, images, in the 
vernacular language for the elders.

Similarly in Cote d’Ivoire, the association Nos Parents 
dans les Villages has produced videos in the local 
«abouré» language in order to inform all the people, 
including those in remote rural areas.

60 At the same time, WhatsApp also proved to be a very useful tool to counsel and reassure mothers who no longer wanted to go to the 
hospital for fear that their children might be infected with the virus. Comforting mothers and encouraging them to continue vaccinating their children is 
vital to prevent a resurgence of other diseases such as malaria.  

3. 6. Developing multilingualism and linguistic diversity

                                  WhatsApp Network © Mother2Mothers/MMM
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Information should also be accessible in sign language 
for people with hearing impairment or deafness. 

On May 26th, a video in sign language was posted on 
the Cote d’Ivoire’s Facebook page to share health ins-
tructions without exclusion. In Sudan, the NGO ADD 
International has also produced sign language videos 
for people suffering from deafness. Mainly, the NGO is 
active to promoting the rights of the deaf and hard of 
hearing.

Overall, the NGO ADD International is dedicated in pro-
moting the rights of people with disabilities. In times of 
pandemic, the association is committed to ensuring that 
people with disabilities have access to reliable and ac-
curate information. 

In Sudan, ADD International maintains daily contact 
with its disability activist partners through phone calls, 
WhatsApp groups and social media. Activists produce 
accessible information - short videos, audio messages, 
fact sheets - that is then disseminated to people with 
disabilities in their communities.

In Uganda, the same association has created a radio 
program specifically designed for people with disabili-
ties. The program raised $1,500, a donation that en-
abled the provision of emergency equipment for people 
with disabilities.

3. 7. The Facebook groups of NGO partners, UNESCO’s relays

Facebook groups pages are the means for NGOs to 
share UNESCO initiatives in all parts of the world. The 
initiatives subsequent to UNESCO’s COVID-19 res-
ponse are updated regularly, allowing the re-dissemi-
nation of numerous seminars distributed according to 
the regions concerned. 

The UNESCO couriers, and in particular the one re-
lated to the disinformation in March 2020, are posted on 
the Facebook groups pages of the different regions61.

The initiatives of the UNESCO Offices, particularly in 
South Asia, Latin America and Africa, are widely 
publicized and readers are encouraged to participate. 
An example among others: the August 8 posting on the 
English-speaking Africa page of the UNESCO Abuja 
Office’s campaign against the dissemination of false 
information « Don’t Share it, if You Can’t Swear it ».

The UNESCO Office in Delhi partnered with the South 
Asia Foundation to produce a video against violence 
against women that was broadcasted and shared on the 
pages of the South East Asia and Asia Pacific groups. 

61 As a reminder, there are a total of 8 Facebook groups with the following regional breakdown: Cote d’Ivoire, Southeast Asia, Asia Pacific, 
Europe, Madagascar, English-speaking Africa, Latin America, Lebanon.

These initiatives, seminars, conferences, contests, 
questionnaires are highly appreciated and contribute 
to the international influence of UNESCO close to the 
populations. 

The National Commission of Cote d’Ivoire also partici-
pates in the Facebook group of Ivory Coast and shares 
its events with local NGOs.

This chapter has highlighted the key role of digital tech-
nologies in the response to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Indeed, from the dissemination of viable information to 
raising awareness on preventive measures, they are 
essential to mitigate the effects of the crisis and adapt 
to its realities. These new technologies allow the crea-
tion of virtual places of exchange that are indispen-
sable in these times of lockdown and doubt. Innovative 
cultural exchanges, via social networks, demonstrate 
a revival of creativity, and the availability on platforms 
of cultural sites and world heritage treasures demons-
trates an unprecedented international solidarity in the 
field of culture.

The next chapter provides an overview of the situation 
and the impact of the COVID-19 crisis on the culture 
sector as well as the responses deployed around the 
world by NGO-UNESCO partners.
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All UNESCO areas of activity, NGO partners, have a cross-cutting dimension. Culture most particularly has a key role 
to play in the achievement of the objectives of other sectors. This chapter underlines the transversal and systemic 
contribution of culture62, which has become essential due to the generalized lockdown and the need of people to 
express themselves and communicate despite the context of the crisis. 

The impact of the pandemic on all cultural fields throughout the world highlights the key role of culture for the sake of 
tourism, economic and social benefits. While the health crisis has taken its toll on the precarious livelihoods of artists 
and cultural workers it has raised awareness of the essential role of culture, not only as an economic contributor, but 
as a force for gathering to restore confidence in a world that needs to be rebuilt. 

In these times of global pandemic, while the NGOs involved in this project alert to the endangering of many intangible 
heritage practices (rituals, sacred rites and ceremonies), they can above all relay  the real positive cultural dynamic 
that is constantly being reinforced through creative initiatives and renewed imagination. 

62 UNESCO. Culture | 2030 Indicators.

«UNESCO is committed to leading a global discussion on how best to 
support artists and cultural institutions during the COVID-19 pandemic 
and beyond, and ensure everyone can stay in touch with the heritage 

and culture that connects them to their humanity.»
Audrey Azoulay, Director-General of UNESCO

Drawing of OuLaï Paul-Yvan Yann, 16 years old, Côte d’Ivoire © OuLaï Paul-Yvan Yann

Culture

Chapter 4

https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000371562
https://en.unesco.org/news/unesco-supports-culture-and-heritage-during-covid-19-shutdown
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4. 1. Culture as a tool for resilience

NGOs were quick to recognize the importance of arts 
and culture for people’s mental well-being, and health 
in general, in these times of lockdown and social dis-
tancing. 

Numerous cultural and creative initiatives testify to 
this. For example, in Japan, IFOR conducted a project 
in which children participated and freely expressed 
their fear, frustration and hope in their drawings. These 
children were able to express their concern about the 
lack of food and a safe place to sleep. While the im-
pact of lockdown and post-lockdown affects all indivi-
duals, its effects on children are of particular concern63. 
Children and youth need to be able to express them-
selves and it is essential to take their messages 
into account for tomorrow’s world. In this sense, 
culture is particularly appropriate: it offers a means 
of free expression, a space for creation, imagi-
nation and a sense of belonging to a community. 

On June 3, the International Montessori Associa-
tion published the initiative of FunDza Association, 
South Africa, which coordinated the #Slam4ur-
Life contest in May with the Department of Cultural 
Affairs and the Department of Sport of the Western 
Cape Government, in partnership with Community 
Chest and Assitej South Africa. Suddenly confronted 
with changes in their daily routines and the ensuing 
stress, young people are concerned about how this 
crisis is affecting their lives and their future hopes 
and dreams. Many young people have already used 
the social media to express their feelings, through 
short poems on Twitter or TikToks. Through this 
contest, hosted on digital platforms, young people 
between 13-35 years old, living in South Africa, are 
invited to submit their poems, raps, songs, TikToks, 
sketches, photographs, artwork or «memes»64.
The works had to focus, in an original and creative way, 
on the impact of the pandemic on their lives - be it on 
the health aspect or on the major societal changes that 
the pandemic has brought about. Participation in the 
contest could be done through a variety of platforms.

Last  April, FunDza also organized an «After Lockdown» 
writing contest on their WhatsApp portal. In this contest, 
participants had to imagine what life would be like after 
lockdown. They could also write about the one thing 
they looked forward to and the one thing they feared. 
In parallel, FunDza created a «Me with you» 
writing workshop last May, in tandem in Cape 
Town and Durban, and a mentoring project 
that took place online due to the pandemic. 

63 For more information on the impact of COVID-19 on youth, refer to Chapter 1: Human and Social Sciences, 1.4. Youth.
64 According the Larousse dictonnary, a «meme» is a concept (text, image, video) that is spread widely online, especially through social 
media.
65 This example also illustrates the transversal and systemic contribution of culture. It contributes to the education and communication & 
information sectors as well as to other SDGs such as poverty reduction (1), reduction of inequalities (10), and others. 

On June 25, the Rozaria Memorial Trust, Make Mo-
thers Matter member in Zimbabwe, relayed «My 
Age» Zimbabwe’s initiative that provides young 
people, through plays films and dance, with an 
open space to talk about their health, wellbeing and 
make decisions that positively impact their lives.

NGOs have also been creative in implementing in-
novative initiatives to protect the physical health of 
local communities and fight the pandemic, including 
among the poorest so that no one is left behind. 
 

In Kenya, ATD Quart Monde has created a Tapori 
group in Kibera, the largest slum in Africa, with a view 
to disseminating messages of prevention and sensi-
tization through drawings, songs and games. Tapori 
is the children’s branch of ATD Quart Monde, a glo-
bal network that creates bonds of friendship between 
children from different socio-economic backgrounds. 
Tapori facilitators, accompanied by teachers, visit 
children twice a week in their homes to identify the 
most isolated and vulnerable children and their fa-
milies. The activities consist in reading mini-books, 
drawing pictures with messages of hope and love, 
sensitizing the children to the need of stopping the 
spread of Covid-19 in the community and informing 
them of all the preventive measures taken by the go-
vernment65.

Fundza © Association Montessori Internationale
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Music has proven to be an important vehicle to get 
messages across, especially to young people, to pro-
tect them and give them hope. For example, in the De-
mocratic Republic of Congo, the NGO En Avant Les 
Enfants, a member of the NGO Make Mothers Matter, 
provides music, dance and theater classes, and dis-
seminates prevention messages and barrier gestures 
using the skills of artists, thanks to the Cultural Cen-
ter of Goma. For example, Lwanzo Muyisa, a percus-
sion trainer, has produced a video with songs to raise 
awareness on barrier gestures in the local language66.  

Last May, music and the fight against COVID-19 were 
at the heart of the celebration of Africa Day, organized 
by UNESCO in partnership with the African Broadcas-
ting Union and the Most Beautiful Dream Academy for 
Youth. The slogan of the WAN Show was «Together 
as One, together is WAN», «Together united, together 
we are WAN». 

 

66 En Avant Les Enfants. Video in the local language.

WAN is an acronym for Worldwide Afro Network to mo-
bilize African civil society and its diaspora to address 
the health and social consequences of the corona-
virus pandemic. 

NGOs are the relays of the initiatives of internatio-
nal organizations  for the benefit of as many people 
as possible, such as the UNESCO campaign song 
#DontGoViral performed by about twenty African 
artists on the theme of COVID-19, as well as a re-
mix of the UNESCO musical choice #DontGoVi-
ral by the African-American DJ Flex. The concert 
was broadcast free of charge on African national 
channels and some private channels, with the tech-
nical support of the African Broadcasting Union.
 

 The Democratic Republic of Congo © En Avant Les Enfants/MMM

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c-CXBX-Bq0c
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Last June, these NGOs shared the initiative of UNES-
CO and the Regional Center for Book Promotion in 
Latin America and the Caribbean (CERLAC) which 
invited all families in Latin America and the Carib-
bean to tell stories and share them in videos of up to 
5 minutes with the hashtag #LosCuentosDelViento on 
Facebook and Instagram67. Externalizing your feelings 
through writing allows you to share your worries, your 
hopes and acts on the wellbeing of children as well as 
of adults.

The stories received reflect the experiences of girls, 
boys, youth and adults during lockdown and their ex-
pectations for the world of tomorrow. The three win-
ners used diverse and creative resources and narra-
tive materials. 

67 UNESCO. Participa con tu familia en el concurso «Los Cuentos del Viento».

La Osa Persona de Clara, a story sent from Playa del 
Carmen, Mexico, shows through cardboard puppets a 
story that, in her own words, «also reveals the beauty 
of children’s souls, and lets adults reflect on how we 
raise our children: by looking out the window, or by 
putting reality out of their hands». As for Luciana, a 
student at Santa Rosa School in Lima, Peru, she tells 
us through the story The Day the Earth Cried, how Mo-
ther Nature helps the earth heal itself, using graphics 
and her own narration with clear language and a posi-
tive message. Finally, Norma, from Buenos Aires, Ar-
gentina, presented the story Mi vecindario. Through 
illustrations and a voice-over narration, she tells the 
story of how her neighborhood got organized for each 
of its inhabitants to feel well during the lockdown, how 
they cared for each other and supported each other in 
times of hardship.  

Los Cuentos del Viento © UNESCO

https://es.unesco.org/news/cuentos-del-viento
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From the start of the project, these NGOs relayed 
UNESCO’s actions in the cultural sector and joined 
in by multiplying initiatives related to culture as a fac-
tor of resilience, being aware of its unifying impact in 
combating the crisis and strengthening ties between 
people. The launch in April 2020 of the weekly news-
letter «Culture & COVID-19: Impact and Response» 
was posted on the Facebook pages. This initiative 
raised awareness of the importance of the responses 
to be deployed in the cultural field at the regional, na-
tional and local levels68.  

Museums and cultural institutions around the world 
have closed down and many initiatives have been 
launched during lockdown, supported by Govern-
ments, which have demonstrated their ability to 
reinvent themselves in order to maintain their cultural 
activities using digital technologies. All governments, 
international organizations and non-governmental 
organizations were convinced from the very begin-
ning of the pandemic of the importance of culture as 
a source of creativity, exchange and solidarity. Their 
support has thus mitigated the impact of the pandemic 
on cultural activities. 

Failing to be able to accommodate their audience, 
many museums and world heritage sites have trans-
ferred their activities online, including the virtual plat-
form created by Google Arts & Culture, in partnership 
with UNESCO, which has been relayed on Facebook 
pages. This platform on living heritage offers virtual ex-
hibitions with thousands of photographs, street views, 
written accounts69. This initiative is part of the global 
campaign #ShareOurHeritage, launched by UNESCO 
last April, which aims to promote access to culture and 
education around cultural heritage. 

In response to the pandemic, UNESCO has also or-
ganized numerous debates aimed at inspiring the 
development of policies and measures needed to 
overcome the crisis. Debates linked to the global mo-
vement launched by UNESCO on social networks, 
«ResiliArt»70 aim to support artists and ensure ac-
cess to culture for all. NGO partners have widely re-
layed this movement on Facebook group pages71 to 
allow the greatest number of people to join the dis-
cussions in order to enrich them with their inputs.  

During the health crisis, and particularly during the gene-
ralized lockdown, NGOs in partnership with UNESCO 
encouraged civil society to strengthen the role of culture 
as a tool for resilience by publishing local and regional 
initiatives from Field Offices on Facebook group pages.

68 UNESCO. Culture & COVID-19: Impact and Response Tracker.
69 UNESCO. Heritage and creativity.
70 UNESCO. RESILIART Artists and Creativity beyond Crisis.
71 As a reminder, there are a total of 8 Facebook groups whose regions are organized as follows: Côte d’Ivoire, South Asia, Asia Pacific, 
Europe, Madagascar, English-speaking Africa, Latin America, Lebanon.  
72 UNESCO. Video Campaign to Cope with COVID-19 in Bangladesh: #BeCreative to Promote Art

Many projects, including the #BeCreative initiative of 
the UNESCO Office in Dhaka, Bangladesh, have 
been highlighted by NGOs. This digital campaign, 
launched last April, shares tips and videos made by 
artists and cultural professionals. It inspires and in-
vites viewers to take them up, imitate them and be 
creative, while staying at home during the critical pe-
riod of lockdown. A second phase of the campaign 
allowed people to share their own performances 
through the publication of the most relevant videos72.

During the COVID-19 crisis, NGOs were involved in 
the implementation of numerous cultural projects to 
counter the pandemic; these initiatives were enriched 
by contributions from the public or from professional 
cultural artists, which multiplied throughout the world.  
The few examples below prove that creativity does not 
come to a halt in times of crisis but instead flourishes.

Many students, some of them isolated and far from 
their home countries, shared not only their daily life 
and their journey, but also their feelings, their concerns 
and their commitment in the face of the crisis. Their 
creativity, their aspirations to transform the world and 
to demand more solidarity have found, in their imagi-
nation and in art, the means to challenge us and to 
look to the future with confidence.
 
Thus, many students of the South Asia Foundation 
at the UNESCO Madanjeet Singh Institute for South 
Asian Arts (UMISAA) have published their works on 
the Facebook South Asia page. From all horizons, 
from all countries, their desire to share their lives and 
their deep feelings have enlightened the publications 
from an artistic point of view; they have been able to 
challenge and be a source of reflection in this period 
of lockdown, often synonymous with isolation and dis-
couragement. A few examples:
 
In Bhutan, Yeshi Chodan, a student of the South Asia 
Foundation at the UNESCO Madanjeet Singh Institute 
for South Asian Arts (UMISAA), Bhutan National Uni-
versity - School of Visual Arts & Design, published last 
July his creations inspired by world-famous paintings 
to share his own vision of the differences. 

At the same period and from the same school, Sha-
hida Shaygan created a contemporary self-portrait in 
Afghanistan in which she communicates the current 
scenario of COVID-19, the precautions to be taken 
against this danger, seeking to preserve the present 
time and moments.

https://en.unesco.org/news/culture-covid-19-impact-and-response-tracker
https://en.unesco.org/covid19/cultureresponse
https://en.unesco.org/news/resiliart-artists-and-creativity-beyond-crisis
https://en.unesco.org/news/video-campaign-cope-covid-19-bangladesh-becreative-promote-art?fbclid=IwAR05u0mJm_SoTl13FEQKXNvUN8Htjd84d8eORYShzWjG807cmWrrqB3Mshw
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In Sri Lanka last June, Hema Shironi, a UMISAA 
student, Bhutan National Uuniversity, posted works 
addressing social and political issues related to the 
context of life around the following themes: «domes-
ticity, body, memory, history, post-colonialism, urba-
nity and identity». This artist expresses in her art her 
personal experience of immigration, displacement, 
national identity, culture and difference using multiple 
media (fabric patterns, printed papers and steel nets). 
According to her, becoming signifiers of our globalized 
world, as «our home», can take on new meanings for 
those who cross geographic and cultural boundaries. 

Some NGOs are concerned about the preservation of 
cultural values as a source of resilience in the face of 
the pandemic. Thus, in Madagascar, the NGO Otitsa-
ra, a member of Make Mothers Matter, emphasizes on 
June 28th that the distancing measures imposed are 
detrimental to the cultural value of the «Fihavanana», 
i.e. relations of mutual benevolence, a spirit of solida-
rity and sharing, which is concretized through support 
and mutual aid, reciprocal visits, both during joyful 
events and during difficult times. It seems difficult to 
reconcile lockdown with certain cultural values. Bet-
ter collaboration between civil society and leaders in 
decision making regarding program planning, desi-
gning and implementation, and in the development of 
preventive measures against COVID-19 is more desi-
rable than ever.

In Lebanon, the people’s reactions to the explosions 
that took place on 4 August in Beirut clearly reflect 
the role of culture as a tool for resilience. Indeed, in 
constant contact with their Lebanese associations du-
ring the pandemic, NGOs were immediately alerted 
by the local civil society, already so strongly affected 
by the economic and health crisis. CCIC and Make 
Mothers Matter relayed the concerns of their NGOs, 
Alpha (CCIC) and MMM Lebanon. Their spontaneous 
initiatives of solidarity with the families most affected 
by the explosion, immediately identifying their vital 
needs and mobilizing young people from other pro-
vinces, continue to command admiration. But their 
dismay at the destruction of their heritage and of listed 
sites without the possibility of taking action must be 
echoed here. This demonstrates the vital importance 
of culture – a true source of hope, pride and resilience 
for a population that is wounded but united. 
In response, NGOs have relayed on the Facebook 
Lebanon page the initiative launched by UNES-
CO #LiBeirut («for Beirut») to mobilize internatio-
nal support, to help in the reconstruction and re-
habilitation of the city’s heritage and cultural life 
as well as to enable the continuation of education. 
Last September, UNESCO organized three «Resi-
liArt» virtual debates as part of its #LiBeirut action. The 
first debate concerned the defense of cultural diversity 
through creativity and brought together eminent artists 
in Lebanon as well as those from the Lebanese diaspora. 

It provided an opportunity to address the current si-
tuation in Beirut, exchange ideas, build consensus 
and advocate for support and sustainable change.

On June 6, news of the fire that devastated one of the 
sacred houses inside the tombs of the Buganda Kings 
in Kasubi, Uganda, was shared on the anglophone  
Africa Facebook page, using the post of the UNESCO 
Regional Office for East Africa. It is striking that people 
care as much about their heritage as they do about 
their health. Culture is more than ever linked to life and 
hope for a better future.

It seems crucial to strengthen cultural initiatives, both 
to preserve culture and its heritage but also as to 
consolidate the social fabric – the latter being a key 
priority in this global crisis. 

A UMISAA student’s work © Hema Shironi



61

In addition to raising awareness and preventing the 
spread of the virus, culture also allows us to monitor 
and advocate for the respect of human rights during 
this global crisis which requires strong and unprece-
dented measures from Governments to limit the pan-
demic.
 
In Cyprus, OMEP has implemented a global project 
«Color your rights» to fight against discrimination. Ra-
cism is associated with oppression. It hinders the ideal 
of inclusiveness and peace in the world. It affects the 
perception of the self and the others, developmental 
contexts and the physical well-being of children, even 
when racial discrimination is only observed, perceived 
and not experienced. The ability to perceive this dis-
crimination develops a positive ethnic identity and 
enables children to know their rights through artistic 
expression from an early age. Because it stimulates 
a child’s creativity, so necessary in times of crisis, 
culture is a vital contribution to peace, education and 
child development. 

73 The permanent exhibition of the Museum of Memory and Human Rights gives an account of the human rights violations committed 
under the Pinochet dictatorship after the 1973 military coup d’état against the government of President Allende.

Last August, the South Asia Foundation relayed the 
initiative of the Museum of Memory and Human Rights 
in Santiago, Chile, which was celebrating its tenth an-
niversary. This museum which is a reference for Latin 
America, is a place of memory – a tribute to the vic-
tims of authoritarian regimes that in the past violated 
fundamental rights and human dignity. The director of 
the museum, Francisco Javier Estévez, winner of the 
2014 Unesco-Madanjeet Singh Prize, noted that visi-
tors to the museum, mostly young people, often  at the 
end of the permanent exhibition  wondered about their 
commitment to democratic values73. Convinced of the 
decisive role of culture in the democratic struggle and 
for the respect of human dignity, he took the necessa-
ry initiatives from the very beginning of the crisis to en-
sure that the Museum maintains access to its content, 
by digitizing its assets and its programming. Various 
live and recorded programs were produced during the 
pandemic, with themes ranging from the artistic-cultu-
ral dimension to the social and political dimension of 
memory and human rights. 

4. 2. Culture in defense of human rights

Color your rights © OMEP
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The COVID-19 pandemic highlighted the need to pre-
serve and promote indigenous cultures for a more 
sustainable, just and egalitarian future. Following 
UNESCO’s example, which places the needs of in-
digenous peoples among its priority areas of action, 
NGO partners are mobilizing their networks to support 
them in front of the multiple difficulties they face in 
these times of crisis. 

In Colombia, the association Edo Group, a member 
of Make Mothers Matter, is alerting about mortality 
among the Wayuu people of the Guajira region, par-
ticularly related to malnutrition, and about respect for 
their traditions. For 90% of the Wayuu people live from 
the informal economy, lockdown due to the pandemic 
deprives these people of income, i.e. of means of sub-
sistence.

Edo Group’s volunteers, whose mission involves ta-
king care of families, have forged bonds of trust with 
this indigenous people and, as such, understand pre-
cisely the needs and problems they encounter. 
As stated in UNESCO’s policy on engagement with in-
digenous peoples: «Indigenous peoples have the right 
to autonomy or self-government in matters relating to 
their internal and local affairs»74. Issues such as the 
development of their cultures and identities must be 
respected. Yet, the association reports that Wayuu’s 
ancestral funeral rites are not taken into account by 
the government: their dead are taken away from them, 
depriving them of a burial on their sacred land. As a re-
sult, the government cannot trace down children who 
are hidden in order to prevent the state from regulating 
them. 

74 Op. cit. UNESCO policy on engaging with indigenous peoples.

Consequently, there is an urgent need to involve in-
digenous peoples in the decision making regarding 
the development of preventive measures against CO-
VID-19 and to take into consideration their ancestral 
traditions.

In Canada, Wakiponi, UNESCO’s NGO partner, is 
working to promote the heritage represented by  the 
skills and know-how of indigenous peoples and to 
raise awareness of their role in maintaining the global 
cultural environment. 
The Wapikoni Mobile drives through Aboriginal com-
munities in Canada and South America, offering 
First Nations youth workshops to master digital tools 
through the production of short films and musical 
works. At each of its stops, «filmmaker-mentor,» wel-
come about thirty young participants in training at all 
stages of production. This initiative has multiple ob-
jectives:

 ► Combat isolation and suicide among First Na-
tions youth while developing artistic, technical, 
social, and professional skills;

 ► Broadcast films and various public awareness 
issues facing First Nations while enhancing a 
rich culture, too often overlooked;

 ► Contribute to the preservation of First Nations 
cultural heritage.

Last March, the Wapikoni Mobile had to temporarily 
suspend the activity of its mobile studios in order to 
protect Aboriginal communities. Similarly, Wapikoni 
launched last July a new program: the virtual studio. 
This new remote service aims to offer a personalized 
support in virtual mode to different projects submitted 
individually or collectively. All formats have been 
considered, from short films to news reports, from 
photo projects to writing, including comedy vignettes 
and even podcasts. Wapikoni matches each project 
with a tailor-made team to support and help with the 
realization of the project. The goal of this new initiative 
is to offer Wapikoni’s professional resources free of 
charge, in a virtual way. A team of filmmaker mentors 
and facilitator coordinators supervises each of the se-
lected projects. The teams are paired according to the 
nature of the projects to ensure that the creators get 
the best possible support. 

Respect for Indigenous Cultures 

4. 3. Strengthening Intercultural Dialogue 

Wayuu Mothers © Edo Group/MMM

https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000262748
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At Wapikoni, narrative sovereignty is a core value. 
Their mission is to support and facilitate creation, to 
make works and talents known and to continue to offer 
opportunities for growth and development. 
By maintaining the greatest number of indigenous 
voices and expressions in the cultural landscape in 
spite of the pandemic, Wapikoni contributes to the 
social and societal transformations necessary for the 
unity of Peoples, Nations and generations. These 
consitute key issues for the post-COVID period.

On the occasion of the International Indigenous Wo-
men’s Day, last September 5, NGOs shared the ini-
tiative of a collective of Guatemalan artists who mo-
bilized their efforts to retrace the stories of struggle 
and identity of indigenous women through music. In-
corporating indigenous content into public and com-
mercial media, such as the Spotify platform, contri-
butes to making indigenous women’s voices heard 
in creative processes. By providing access to diverse 
content, derived from ancestral knowledge, in different 
languages, this collective of artists is stimulating the 
cultural and creative sectors in innovative ways.  

Also on the International Indigenous Women’s Day, 
Peruvian youths have declaimed rap music to de-
nounce sexual violence. These young students from 
the Kusi Kawsay educational institution, from the Sa-
cred Valley of the Incas in Pisac in the Cusco region, 
made a rap clip with the Quechua label #Warmalla-
nAmaraqMamaqa, «Daughters, not mothers». The 
young people sing rap in Spanish and Quechua. The 
lyrics of the song mention 700 complaints of rape by 
young girls during the lockdown period. Their goal is 
to demand the protection of their rights and that young 
girl victims of rape have access to emergency kits and 
therapeutic abortion without discrimination. 
This initiative echoes the elements already discussed 
in the present report, in Chapter 1: Social and Human 
Sciences, the increased violence during lockdown and 
the involvement of young people in their initiatives. 

Feedback from indigenous peoples highlights their 
contributions to the fight against COVID -19 and re-
veals that they have been able to adapt their tradi-
tional knowledge and practices to the pandemic si-
tuation. They have always established a close link 

                     Katatjatuuk and Kangirsumi © Wapikoni
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4. 4. Inclusion of indigenous peoples into the COVID-19 response

between the health of the territory and the health of 
individuals. In South America, the disease is linked to 
a disruption of the balance between nature and their 
culture. In Chile, for instance, the Mapuche denounce 
the increasing exploitation of sacred spaces such as 
the sea, the lands of their ancestors, lakes and rivers 
that directly affect their health.

As actors of change, indigenous peoples are protec-
ting themselves from the virus by adapting their own 
representative bodies. NGOs have found that tradi-
tional authorities have quickly established monitoring 
structures to enforce protective measures within com-
munities and have enhanced solidarity.

Indigenous peoples are paving the way for change. 
With the current pandemic, they are increasingly tur-
ning to their traditional medicine and integrating it 
more into the education of the youngsters. 
Their expertise, particularly their knowledge of plants, 

is recognised by industrialized countries, which use 
it as a basis for pharmaceutical production. They are 
currently demonstrating their ability in adapting their 
social structures, their education and their way of life, 
close to nature, according to everchanging circums-
tances. 
Indigenous peoples offer us an alternative to today’s 
world; they are an example to follow in the construc-
tion of a new world – respectful of nature – whereby 
governing authorities would be able to adapt technolo-
gy, education, social, political and economic structures 
to the new realities while leaving no one behind. 

The Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on 

© Wapikoni
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Friendship boat © Yann Arthus-Bertrand
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« If we follow the science, and demonstrate unity and soli-
darity, we can overcome the pandemic. »

Antonio Guterres 
Berlin-based summit of the World Health Organization, 26 October 2020

Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES) estimates that mammals and birds carry another 1.7 million «undis-
covered» viruses, of which 827,000 are likely to infect humans75.  

The current COVID-19 pandemic, like all previous ones, has its origin in pathogens transported by animals. All share 
the common denominator of having emerged as a result of human activities. As a real warning of a future «pandemic 
era», there is an urgent need to revise the current approach, prioritizing prevention over reaction. Today, experts 
further estimate that the prevention of pandemics is 100 times lower than the economic cost of pandemic crises76. 
In order to prevent the emergence of new pandemics, and their related economic impact, an in-depth change in 
our lifestyles is required. Reducing human activities – overuse of land, intensive and expanding agriculture, wild-
life trade and consumption – would reduce the currently high risks of pandemics far more severe than COVID-19.  
Scale downing human activities that disrupt ecosystems also means protecting biodiversity and combating climate 
change.

«Current trajectories are not sufficient to achieve the goals of conservation and sustainable use of nature and 
to achieve sustainability, and the goals for 2030 and beyond can only be achieved through profound economic, 

social, political and technological change»77.

The COVID-19 pandemic, which we continue to face, provides us with an opportunity to bring about profound 
systemic change by reconsidering our scientific approach, our unsustainable consumption patterns and our rela-
tionship with nature. NGO partners are working to carry out this transformation, as part of the COVID-19 response 
advocated by UNESCO. The three main pillars that underpin this commitment include 1) strengthened international 
scientific cooperation; 2) access to water for all; and 3) ecological reconstruction.

75 IPBES. Escaping the ‘Era of Pandemics’: Experts Warn Worse Crises to Come.
76 Ibib.
77 Ibid.

https://news.un.org/en/story/2020/10/1076092
https://ipbes.net/sites/default/files/2020-12/IPBES%20Pandemics%20Report%20Media%20Release.pdf


67

5.1. Enhanced international scientific cooperation 

Since its creation, and in line with its mandated mis-
sion regarding scientific cooperation, UNESCO was 
the first of the United Nations agencies to understand 
science as a human right. As a common good of and 
for society, it is of considerable value. 

In the face of the COVID-19 crisis and its uncertain-
ties, civil society naturally turned to the scientific com-
munity as the main actor in its response to the virus. 
In the 21st century, everyone expects any problem to 
be solved rapidly. How can the lack of an immediate, 
effective and consensual response by scientists about 
the origin, knowledge and treatment of this potentially 
fatal global pandemic be accepted? Numerous Na-
tional Scientific Councils have been created and are 
struggling to find their rightful place in the COVID-19 
response. NGOs have noted an increase in public 
mistrust of scientific advice, at times contradictory, 
coupled with limited access to reliable information. 

Conjointly, the population has shown a real interest in 
scientific analyses and approaches which have floo-
ded social networks and the media. 
Science has never been more present in households 
around the world; it has become more accessible and 
is paving the way for a more participatory process at 
numerous level.

On 27 October, UNESCO, WHO and the UN High 
Commissioner for Human Rights jointly called for 
the promotion of «open science». Open science is 
an innovative scientific movement that aims to make 
science more transparent, accessible, participatory 
and ultimately more effective. Building societies in 
which science is more open and accessible helps 
strengthen democratic processes where all stakehol-
ders can participate actively and equitably. Interpre-
ting science through a human rights-based approach 
contributes to building a more just, inclusive and sus-
tainable world. 

Components of Open Science, coined by UNESCO © UNESCO

https://en.unesco.org/sites/default/files/open_science_brochure_en.pdf
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« Nous invitons tous les États membres, les décideurs politiques, les repré-
sentants de la société civile, les réseaux de jeunes et la communauté scienti-

fique à défendre les idéaux de la science ouverte, à tous les stades du proces-
sus scientifique, en vue de l’adoption de la recommandation internationale sur 

la science ouverte. »
UNESCO, WHO and the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights call for “open 

science”

Ensuring access to scientific information and 
knowledge has never been more relevant and neces-
sary. The pandemic has reinforced the urgent need to 
be able to «participate in scientific advancement and 
its benefits»78. Science has always been intended to 
be shared, particularly in the medical field, as in the 
current context for tests and vaccines.

The World Federation of Scientific Workers (WFSW), 
an NGO-UNESCO partner, works in this capacity, en-
couraging international dialogue among all stakehol-
ders to promote open science and strengthen interna-
tional cooperation. The WFSW has mobilised to relay 
global actions aimed at enabling greater access to the 
benefits of science within the context of the pandemic, 
among which we outline the following: 

• The International Coalition of Library Consortia 
(ICOLC): The International Coalition of Library 
Consortia in English is an informal group that 
currently comprises about 200 library consortia 
worldwide. Since its creation in 1996, ICOLC 
has been multiplying initiatives to support the in-
ternational scientific community by «fostering a 
culture of collaboration and solidarity, rather than 
competition, and by sharing research outcomes 
and knowledge wherever possible in order to 
make science widely accessible to everyone.»79 
In its March statement on the impact of CO-
VID-19, the ICOLC called for publishers to 
make many of its publications available, in-
cluding immediate accessibility to «any rele-
vant content and data sets about COVID-19, 
Coronaviruses (regardless of species affec-
ted), vaccines, antiviral drugs, etc. currently 
behind subscription-only paywalls Open Ac-
cess immediately to facilitate research, guide 
community public health response, and acce-
lerate the discovery of treatment options.»80 
This set of recommendations that addresses the 
impact of the pandemic on library services and 
resources was a true step forward towards open 
science. Supporting open science, besides en-
suring open access to scientific and technologi-
cal data, enables increased efficiency and coor-
dination of international scientific cooperation, 
rather than economic and diplomatic scientific 
competition (e.g. the race for vaccines).

78 United Nations Organization (1948). Universal Declaration of Human Rights.
79 According to the UNESCO’s principles of Open Science.

80 ICOLC. Statement on the Global COVID-19 Pandemic and Its Impact on Library Services and Resources.

• The «Blue Masks»: First participative digital ci-
tizen platform «Tech for good» for the benefit of 
Africa’s development.This citizen action was 
initiated by various civil society actors in Africa. 
Executives, engineers, health professionals, 
students, researchers and other members of ci-
vil society, decided to combine their knowledge 
gained through traditions (such as the «pa-
laver» – African custom of meeting, debating 
and maintaining social ties) with technological 
innovation to stimulate collective intelligence.
The initial participation of citizens or organisa-
tions in this innovative, cooperative and citizen 
platform has already begun to provide medical 
advice, games and activities for children, educa-
tional courses and exercises for young people. 
The «blue masks» include concrete, multifa-
ceted actions adapted to African emergencies 
and contexts that can be replicated throughout 
the continent. The manufacture of a prototype 
artificial respirator by young Cameroonian and 
Togolese engineers or the reconversion of tan-
ker trucks that distribute drinking water into 
tools for cleaning and disinfecting Gabonese 
streets are all actions that can be replicated 
throughout the continent. Relayed through 
the «YES, WE CAN» section of the platform, 
these projects are sent to all members, in or-
der to reach the greatest number of participants.  
Finally, the platform’s «user friendly» configu-
ration allows everyone to submit a written or 
video proposal in the relevant fields (health, 
culture or civics) or simply ask a question. 
These contributions and questions give rise 
to large digital citizen discussions, acces-
sible to all members. All the conclusions that 
result from a broad and inclusive consulta-
tive process will then be presented to cur-
rent and future development actors in Africa. 
It is by federating the know-how, experiences 
and expertise of citizens and professionals that 
the Africa of tomorrow will be built.

https://www.un.org/en/udhrbook/pdf/udhr_booklet_en_web.pdf
https://en.unesco.org/news/joint-appeal-open-science
https://icolc.net/system/files/2020MarchCOVID-19ICOLCStatementEnglish.pdf
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The World Federation of Scientific Workers (WFSW) 
responded to the UNESCO appeal of last March, 
which mobilised more than 122 countries around open 
science81, while contributing to the achievement of the 
outcome 4 of the Strategic Objective 2, i.e. «Advance   
international   cooperation   in   science, technology 
and innovation» and the outcome 8 of the Strategic 
Objective 4, i.e. «Foster knowledge sharing and skills 
development in the digital age.»82   

Aiming to promote a more accessible science from an 
early age, the NGO OMEP led a global campaign in 
May 2020 to reaffirm the role of science in understan-
ding the world around us in times of a coronavirus pan-
demic. This campaign was based on two videos that 
can be viewed on the NGO’s website. They address 
the following two issues: Teaching science with CO-
VID-19, and How to teach science at home and what 
lessons can be learned after the pandemic?

Other initiatives have been taken spontaneously, such 
as that of South Asia Foundation India, which funds 
South Asian professors and researchers in its insti-
tute (UMSGET, UNESCO Madanjeet Singh School of 
Green Energy Technology) at the University of Pondi-
cherry, India. In August 2020 a virtual conference was 
held with Indian, Sri Lankan, Bangladeshi and Ne-
palese researchers to share interdisciplinary scientific 
research from the region. 

Open science is all the more important in a pandemic 
context where there is mistrust, scepticism and adyna-
mism towards governmental and scientific institutions. 

81 UNESCO mobilizes 122 countries to promote open science and reinforced cooperation in the face of COVID-19.
82 Op. cit. UNESCO. 210EX/22_Preliminary proposals by the Director-General concerning the 41 C/4.  

The hiatus between the successive recommendations 
of the public authorities, the proposed measures, the 
follow-up of infected cases and reality has led to a 
real crisis of trust. The population is disoriented by the 
médiatisation of science, at times under political and 
economic influence. The questioning of the WHO by 
former President Donald Trump, followed by his deci-
sion to withdraw the United States in the midst of the 
pandemic, has undermined the credibility of the UN 
agency’s recommendations, which are vital to the sur-
vival of populations throughout the world. The WHO is 
in charge of health for all, particularly for the poorest. 
Its action to eradicate infectious diseases through vac-
cination is absolutely crucial. 
As part of the fight against the COVID-19 pandemic, 
the absence of vaccination campaigns, coupled with 
people’s mistrust of the effectiveness of vaccines, will 
lead to a resurgence of other diseases – previously 
under control. 
In this context, open science appears to be an effec-
tive means of responding to the trust crisis: interna-
tional cooperation among researchers, a participato-
ry approach, accessibility to medical expertise and a 
better understanding of the scientific results dissemi-
nated must  be established hereof as priorities. 

As detailed above in the chapter on Communication 
and Information, the dissemination and understanding 
of anti-COVID barrier measures have been the first 
priorities of NGOs. But how to apply the barrier ges-
tures when one has neither water nor soap?  

© Blue Masks

https://en.unesco.org/news/unesco-mobilizes-122-countries-promote-open-science-and-reinforced-cooperation-face-covid-19
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5. 2. Access to water for all

According to the current evaluation of the United Na-
tions, the world’s population growth in recent years 
has led the planet to a global water crisis83. Today, one 
in three people – the equivalent of 2.2 billion people – 
do not have access to safe drinking water and more 
than half of the world’s population worldwide does not 
have access to safely managed sanitation facilities84. 

Whilst access to water, adequate sanitation and good 
hygiene practices are important priorities on the 2030 
Agenda, they have now become indispensable and 
extremely urgent following the emergence of the CO-
VID-19 virus. Hand hygiene is one of the first barrier 
actions to prevent the spread and infection of the coro-
navirus. However, billions of people, often in countries 
already facing famine, still do lack access to clean, 
safe drinking water. 
 
In this context, and in response to the call to action 
by UNESCO and world leaders on COVID-1985, NGO 
partners have stepped up their efforts to address the 
challenge of inequalities to access water, sanitation 
and hygiene.

83 United Nations. Sustainable Development Goal 6: Clean water and sanitation. 
84 United Nations. Water, sanitation, hygiene.
85 Sanitation and water for all. World leaders’ call to action on COVID-19.

An Ivorian woman carrying a bucket of water © J.B. Kouassi 

https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/water-and-sanitation/
https://www.unwater.org/water-facts/water-sanitation-and-hygiene/
https://www.sanitationandwaterforall.org/about/our-work/world-leaders-call-action-covid-19
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In the Democratic Republic of Congo, ATD Fourth 
World reports that the price of a bucket of water has in-
creased fivefold since the beginning of the pandemic. 
Worldwide, women and girls are responsible for col-
lecting water in 80% of households, without access to 
water on site86. With inflation continuing to rise, single 
women with no income can no longer afford to buy a 
water container or soap. Young volunteers have taken 
steps with local authorities to obtain free access to wa-
ter, in line with the DRC government’s commitments.
 
Mamas for Africa, a member of the partner NGO 
MMM, reports that the situation has deteriorated signi-
ficantly in the Democratic Republic of Congo where 
roads have been cut off following floods that affect the 
supply of drinking water. An emergency women’s aid 
unit has been in place since April to ensure access to 
safe and potable water. 

In the Central African Republic, in Bangui, ATD 
Fourth World teams have set up mobile water points 
so that people can wash their hands regularly. 

Similarly, the association En Avant Les Enfants, a 
member of the partner NGO MMM in the Democra-
tic Republic of Congo, designed, manufactured and 
installed foot-operated sinks to ensure safe access to 
water. 

In Peru, blue gold is becoming scarcer as the country 
moves forward in the COVID-19 pandemic crisis. 
People cannot afford to buy clean, safe drinking water. 
In the Vizcachera district of Lima, ATD Fourth World 
teams carried out a fundraising campaign to finance 
four water tanks and the pumping needed to bring wa-
ter to the highest areas of the neighbourhood.  

86 Op.cit. United Nations. Clean water and sanitation.

In Sierra Leone, BPW Freetown intervened directly 
at the community level to ensure basic water supply 
facilities, sanitation and hygiene. The association has 
donated eight washing stations and liquid soap to the 
mayor of Freetown to be made available to women, 
especially those working in the markets. The event 
was also covered by the media, notably through its 
broadcast on the main radio and television stations, as 
well as in the press. 

In Malaysia, BPW International also provided running 
water to people living on the streets. In Thailand, BPW 
International also distributed a large quantity of litres 
of hydro-alcoholic gels in many remote areas. 

In Bangladesh, ADD International has installed inclu-
sive hand washing units (for people with disabilities) 
in communities without access to sanitation. 16,000 
people with disabilities received sanitation kits. 

In France, ATD Fourth World reports that public au-
thorities have provided water tanks in Roma family 
settlements. 

Hygiene, linked to water, is essential in these times of 
global pandemic. Although water is becoming scarce 
over a large part of the planet, natural disasters, parti-
cularly the increasingly intense floods linked to climate 
change, have not spared populations. At large, the cri-
sis makes the climate emergency more visible. 

SDG 6 © United Nations

https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/water-and-sanitation/
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UNESCO evaluates climate change as the defining is-
sue of our time: the challenge of the century87. 
As the main factor of biodiversity loss and degradation, 
global warming has a cascading effect on eco-system 
functioning and human livelihoods. Paradoxically, by 
continuing to adapt, these same ecosystems mitigate 
climate change. As such, they provide a baseline for 
ecological reconstruction.  

The call for action for ecological reconstruction is the-
refore all the more pressing as the destructive effects 
of climate change become increasingly apparent. In 
2020, the planet has suffered a severe series of natu-
ral disasters, with coronavirus as a crisis within a crisis 
of disasters. 
 
Africa, Asia, America, all continents seem to be af-
fected. The vulnerability of populations, overwhelmed 
from all sides, is increasing. 

In May 2020, «Amphan», the most powerful cyclone of 
the 21st century in the Bay of Bengal, with winds of 200 
to 240 km/h, devastated several regions of India and 
Bangladesh. Hundreds of coastal villages were floo-
ded, crops were swallowed up, trees were uprooted 
and infrastructure was destroyed.
The death toll from Cyclone Amphan was catastrophic. 
In Bangladesh alone, more than 220,000 houses 
were damaged and 176,000 hectares of crops were 
destroyed. 2.4 million people were evacuated to shel-
ters in the coastal belt of Bangladesh where social 
distancing was impossible. In order to limit the spread 
of COVID-19, Friendship, an NGO member of MMM, 
installed hand-washing stations outside its shelters 
and equipped workers with three-layer cloth masks, in 
addition to the 60,000 masks previously distributed in 
this vulnerable community.
The NGO Friendship reports that the cyclone made 
landfall in Padmapukur, a group of coastal villages 
in Bangladesh. Uttam Kumar, a volunteer from this 
NGO, then led 30 young volunteers to repair the em-
bankment surrounding Padmapukur, built to prevent 
sea water from flooding the island during high tides 
and cyclones. If it breaks, salt water floods the area, 
destroying fish pens, contaminating ponds, taking 
away waste from latrines and flooding houses. Despite 
the importance of these seawalls, Friendship Climate 
Action Officer Kazi Amdadul Hoque has warned that 
many of them are unsuitable for sea level rise, as most 
were built in the 1960s88.
During the storm, tens of kilometres of dikes collapsed, 
including the Padmapukur dyke, which was breached 
in six places.

87 UNESCO Report. Changing minds, not the climate: UNESCO mobilizes to address the climate crisis.
88 Friendship. Guardians of the embankment.

The next morning, Uttam urged the villagers to go 
out during low tide to repair the embankment. «Every 
able-bodied person, Hindus and Muslims – even fas-
ting Muslims – brought their shovels and baskets and 
set to work together,» Uttam explains. «We repaired 
the six breaches that day. »
Although the embankment has been temporarily reins-
tated, says Uttam, «the damage has been done». «All 
our ponds have been contaminated by toxic seawa-
ter. It will take years before we can get fresh water 
from these ponds. «The community is now concerned 
about rebuilding their livelihoods. «The Water Deve-
lopment Council contracts out the maintenance of the 
dikes to contractors from all over the country,» says 
Kazi Amdad. «But the local population has an intimate 
knowledge of the dyke, and is also directly concerned 
about the sustainability of the repairs. The work must 
be carried out in a timely manner. Their role in its 
maintenance should therefore be institutionalised». As 
things stand at present, the inhabitants are only equip-
ped to carry out temporary and makeshift repairs.

According to Uttam, the minister of water resources, 
the deputy commissioner, the president of the sub-dis-
trict and others came to Padmapukur to observe the 
situation, and promised projects to secure their water 
source and repair the dikes. For the time being, the 
community is recovering and surviving on its own. 

5. 3. Ecological reconstruction 

© Friendship

https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000370750
https://friendship.ngo/guardians-of-the-embankment/?fbclid=IwAR3faBAhbuCPTVBZ9WI3kl1cQJzmQIYL7mWZS_jKOP7XCTH_Y9jG-2pBAMM
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Floods account for 70 per cent of all deaths related to 
natural disasters89. 

The Bangladesh Voice association, through a mes-
sage from Rasheda (CAMPE), a member of the CCN-
GO90, was still alarmed last August by the heavy rains 
that continue to seriously affect the local population. 

The local ATD Fourth World Africa teams active in 
Burkina Faso, Burundi, Cameroon, Central African 
Republic, Democratic Republic of Congo, Kenya, 
Senegal, Tanzania and Togo report that local com-
munities are regularly confronted with numerous na-
tural disasters. For example, on 17 April this year, in 
South Kivu in the eastern part of the Democratic Re-
public of Congo, on the border with Burundi, deadly 
floods swept away people, houses and community 
infrastructure. 75,000 families were left homeless91. 
Children and leaders of ATD Fourth World teams also 
brought help to people who had been struggling for a 
long time with the water and mud. This difficult context 
was compounded by other epidemics such as cholera, 
the Ebola virus and measles, mainly among children. 
The pandemic, in this context, is an additional source 
of difficulties.  

In the Central African Republic in Bangui, Cédric, 
a mediator from ATD Fourth World, has been visiting 
families who have suffered greatly from the flooding 
caused by the high water level of the river. 

89 Op.cit. United Nations. Clean water and sanitation. 
90 Bangladesh voice, message from Rasheda (CAMPE), member GC CCONG.
91 Letter from the General Delegation, ATD Fourth Monde, 24 april 2020.
92 Op. cit. UNESCO. Changing minds, not the climate.

These families have lost everything, some have re-
grouped and are living under tarpaulins or tents do-
nated by NGOs. 

Some, unable to collect a tent, are sheltering under 
pieces of plastic or cardboard. Buckets of water and 
soap have been deposited for all the refugee families. 

In Nepal, BPW International reports that animals have 
been affected by lockdown. Street dogs and temple 
birds have been impacted by the lack of food due to 
government-imposed house arrest. Street dogs re-
gularly fight, starving because they cannot eat what 
butchers and traders had to give them. Members of 
BPW Banepa started daily feeding  the local street 
dogs and the birds beginning their breeding season 
as they lacked access to the rice offerings from temple 
devotees. 

The natural disasters, including the coronavirus, that 
have affected the populations are causing real huma-
nitarian geopolitical upheavals, with social and ethical 
repercussions. The climate crisis is not only endange-
ring the functioning of ecosystems: «it is also undermi-
ning certain fundamental rights, widening inequalities 
and creating new injustices.»92 

Padmapukur under water, Bangladesh © Friendship/MMM

https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/water-and-sanitation/
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000370750
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In Canada, but also in many other countries, indige-
nous peoples have been particularly affected by the 
global warming crisis and the lack of access to water. 
First Nations peoples are essential partners in the fi-
ght against the pandemic. 

The promotion of open science must allow knowledge 
to be shared, and also promote including knowledge 
of people who are too often overlooked. Involving and 
valuing the commitment and knowledge of indige-
nous peoples – and more broadly of local communi-
ties – must guide the COVID-19 response, including 
ecological reconstruction. Reinvesting traditional go-
vernance and knowledge to protect biodiversity and 
traditional pharmacopoeia is essential to safeguard 
our ecosystems. Respecting the cultures and lifestyles 
of indigenous peoples is an integral part of ecological 
reconstruction.

For example, in the Democratic Republic of Congo, 
the NGO En Avant Les Enfants, a MMM member, has 
intensified planting and production of artemesia plants 
with the aim of distributing them widely to elderly 
people with weakened immune defences. In addition, 
following the reduction of the informal economy, the 
association decided to exploit, with the help of elderly 
women, large community vegetable gardens. This ini-
tiative not only provides basic needs for the local po-
pulation, but also helps alleviate social exclusion and 
ensures that older women are not left out fo society. 
 
Moreover, the partner NGO SAF is a witness to the 
living conditions of the people living in the territorial 
space «El Aylla Rewe Budi» which forms part of the 
Lafkenche Mapuche (people who live with the sea). 
This space is located in Chile, between the Traitraiko 
(Imperial) River in the north and the Tolten River in 
the south. 

Thanks to lockdown, this people has used the prin-
ciples of its culture to overcome the crisis whose 
fundamental concept is «rekvlugun and quellugun» 
(support each other, help each other). On the other 
hand, the areas where «lawen» (natural remedies), in-
digenous forests, «menokos» (wetlands), «trayenco» 
(areas where water springs) have assumed a leading 
role for the survival of the population, with the emer-
gence of the coronavirus.

This is why the promotion of local and indigenous 
knowledge, combined with the results of scientific re-
search and knowledge of ecological and socio-cultural 
systems, must guide the fight against COVID-19 and 
future pandemics. 
In essence, science is at the service of a sustainable 
and inclusive future. Combining international exper-
tise, disciplinary input and acting at the local, regional 
and international levels all form part of the COVID-19 
response.  
Beyond the natural disasters linked to climate change, 
the historic crisis of COVID-19 has revealed the limits 
of science in the face of an unknown virus that affects 
all populations. Yet, it also opens up new perspectives 
for scientific communities, proving the urgent need for 
more accessible and participatory science. The active 
and equitable involvement of societies and the availa-
bility of scientific publications and data have become  
an imperative for effective and crucial science in the 
event of another pandemic. This is why UNESCO is 
advocating, together with WHO and the Office of the 
United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, 
for open, inclusive and collaborative science.

Following their expertise and the aspirations of popu-
lations, NGO-UNESCO partners support UNESCO in 
the elaboration of a recommendation in favour of open 
science in a spirit of solidarity and respect for human 
rights, for a more just and inclusive world.

Terre des Mapuche Lafkenche © SAF
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Conclusions of NGO partners

Supported by the individual and collective strength of populations who have stood up against this global 
crisis of unprecedented proportions, we will have learnt lessons of solidarity from this initiative to build a 
more humane common future. At the end of this report, we measure the extent of the work that remains to 
be done, in a positive spirit and with reinforced optimism. 

NGOs around the world are demonstrating their capacity for mobilisation and action that is proving crucial 
in response to the pandemic. It took the spread of the COVID-19 virus for some of them to see the need to 
come together for concerted, effective and long-term action. 

The eight international NGOs that initiated this project have been able to strengthen their ties thanks to 
the true solidarity which made this publication possible and which ideally will bring hope and inspiration for 
similar projects. The fine and precise analysis of the feedback from the field sheds light on the solid foun-
dations on which to anchor the future. 

First of all, NGOs have emerged as key players in the reflection led by UNESCO to set the next post-CO-
VID priorities. As this project has shown, sharing information and uniting in action are the keys to a fairer 
and more humane world. The NGO-UNESCO partnership is at a turning point in its history: the tragic si-
tuation of populations requires us more than ever to act as allies, sharing a common vision and involving 
NGOs in the reflections and decisions. 

Moreover, while the pandemic is undeniably aggravating inequalities and increasing poverty, it also brings 
to light corruption and faulty funding channels, as well as the harmful effects of a globalisation that has 
relocated the manufacturing of essential products. 

This report, has proved that education plays this cross-cutting role, promoted by UNESCO, as verified on 
the ground in every initiative in the fight against the pandemic. It also shows that special attention must be 
paid to early childhood, where the impact of the pandemic is not well measured yet but is already being 
felt as well as on the poorest. This is about our future and our duty to leave no one behind, in line with the 
SDGs of the 2030 Agenda. 

One of the positive points of our study is the importance given to the intergenerational link, reinforced by 
new technologies, showing it is undoubtedly a pillar of tomorrow’s family architecture. Families are at the 
heart of the response to the pandemic, they have been key relays for NGOs. However, they have been 
sorely tried and put to the test; parenting support would clearly enable them to play their essential role in 
the future recovery. 

Finally, the positive and crucial role played by women who were hit hard from the outset of the pandemic in 
terms of health and economic issues, has been revealed in the international, national and local responsi-
bilities that they have assumed since then and which must be increased. Their empowerment and the 
recognition of their rights are on the march, nothing must stop them. 

Our NGOs, in accordance with the spirit of UNESCO, contribute to restoring the dignity of each and eve-
ryone, a necessary condition for their fulfilment, and to regaining confidence in their ability to build a better 
world together. 

Through our participation in this report, we wish to pay tribute to the NGOs that are fighting against the 
danger of dehumanisation and against the consequences of a health, economic, social, climatic and his-
torical crisis of confidence. 

« Without understanding, without a certain degree of mutual trust, no effective institution dedicated 
to the collective security of nations can function. » 

Albert Einstein
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