
 
 

Geospatial Roadmap: Charting the course  

 

A data framework for change 
 

UNICEF is at a crossroads. New opportunities and 

challenges for using data for children are evolving, with 

more appearing on the horizon. But a flexible approach is 

required to take full advantage of these circumstances, to 

prioritize, resource and carry out data work. Data 

investments are urgently needed for governments, 

communities and families to better identify, prevent and 

respond to the threats that keep children and young people 

from realizing their full potential and governments from 

achieving the Sustainable Development Goals.  

 

Globally, the availability of geospatial data – data 

associated with a location – is rapidly evolving. The 

majority of UNICEF’s data is geospatial. Across the 

organization, demand for better data and an expectation for 

disaggregated data to drive change is significant and 

rapidly growing.  

 

Geospatial data provide critical information on children’s 

needs and ways in which development and humanitarian 

resources and planning should be targeted for optimal 

results. Effective decisions are informed by appropriate 

data, especially in areas of work which are evolving fast, 

such as risk-informed programming, (which includes 

humanitarian preparedness), urbanization, changing 

migration and displacement patterns, and climate change.  

 

The UNICEF Data for Children Strategic Framework in 

2017 marked the beginning of a new ‘data era’– the 

identification of core areas where increased, focused 

investments in data can accelerate results for children. The 

Data for Action team, created in 2018 to address UNICEF’s 

commitment to data investments, identifies the common 

challenges that inhibit effective data use and develops 

timely, practical solutions to respond to those needs.  

 

UNICEF must move fast to overcome obstacles and meet 

demand by creating an integrated, synchronized approach 

for the use and management of geospatial data - to ensure 

that the right data is in the right hands at the right time.  

 

 

A new path to meet increasing demand 
 

To meet the increasing internal demand for better and 

more disaggregated data, and to leverage opportunities 

inherent in today’s rapidly changing data environment, 

UNICEF must enhance its strategic data approach to 

optimize efficiency in using and managing geospatial data.  

 

Some challenges which inhibit the full potential of 

geospatial data at UNICEF include: geospatial components 

of data not being fully realized - too often, the data that are 

available go un- or under-utilized because the right people 

and talent are not in the right place at the right time to 

make use of them; duplication of data work; and limited 

sharing and coordination between offices. 

 

By shifting to a more agile approach, UNICEF will leverage 

and develop existing expertise in the organization, 

consolidate partnerships with technology or data providers, 

strengthen partnerships with other UN agencies, and get 

essential data into the hands of decision-makers efficiently.  

This new approach will make geospatial information 

accessible and user-friendly at all levels and will ensure 

that the demand from Regional and Country Offices for 

improved geospatial information is met by HQ, through the 

supply of data, technology and talent.  

 

The Geospatial Roadmap, proposed by the Data for Action 

unit, outlines the existing mechanisms UNICEF can take 

advantage of now and those that need to be in place so 

that staff have appropriate access to information, talent and 

technology. The technical and organizational 

recommendations are based on industry best practices and 

UNICEF’s common needs and issues.  

 

 

UNICEF Geo Hub 
 

The lynchpin of this roadmap is the ‘UNICEF Geo Hub’, a 

coordination centre for geospatial resources and a broker 

of common services. Its key components, listed below, 

address existing challenges. 

 

 Data: A geospatial data repository for all of UNICEF 

 Technology and tools: Tools to unlock problems and 

make better decisions 

 Talent: Capacity to reduce duplication and to achieve 

organizational success. 

 

 

Examples of efficient use of geospatial 

information: 
 

 Building real-time situational awareness during 

emergency responses  

 Driving targeting and coverage decisions 

 Geo-locating pockets of disadvantage based on 

household survey and complementary data  

 

 

 



 

The geospatial roadmap in action, using external resources 
 

Malawi and the Chagwa Dam 

 

In March 2019, as Cyclone Idai lashed Malawi with torrential rains 

and widespread flooding, the Government of Malawi approached 

UNICEF to understand the impact of a potential failure of the Chagwa 

Dam. 

  

Leveraging our enterprise approach with ESRI, a supplier of 

geographic information system software, within 12 hours, the ESRI 

Disaster Response team provided UNICEF Malawi with modelled 

estimates of the locations and number of buildings and people 

potentially affected, as well as locations of specific hospitals, clinics, 

and schools that would be flooded. 

      

Maps were distributed to partners on the ground, who implemented 

targeted preparedness activities. The efficient, coordinated use of 

geospatial information enabled UNICEF to carry out rapid impact 

modelling. Within a very short timeframe, critical emergency 

preparedness information was in the hands of the people who needed 

it to protect children and their families in the Zomba community. 

 

 

Mozambique and the Cahora Basso Dam 

 

Building on the success in Malawi, UNICEF began looking at the 

impact of the potential failure of other dams affected by Cyclone 

Idai. The Kariba Dam in Zimbabwe, the fourth largest dam in 

Africa, is upstream of the Cahora Bassa Dam in Mozambique, 

which was at peak water levels after the cyclone. If Kariba Dam 

failed, the effect on Cahora Bassa Dam could be catastrophic. 

UNICEF wanted to predict the impact on Tete, a town of 300,000 

sitting below Cahora Bassa Dam on the Zambezi River.  

 

Using ESRI’s example and a range of data sources, the Data for 

Action team modelled flood scenarios for Tete on ESRI’s AcrGIS 

Online Platform. The model was further refined with real time river 

gauges on the Zambezi, from the Dartmouth Flood Observatory, 

as well as data from eTools, a UNICEF database, to map 

implementing partners in the area. The resulting scenarios 

highlighted the impact of flooding on Tete, enabling UNICEF to 

rapidly plan for a potential emergency. 

 

This successful coordinated geospatial approach to impact modeling with UNICEF Malawi and UNICEF Mozambique is now in 

use by UNICEF’s global emergency management team and decision makers working on the Cyclone Idai response for children. 

 

 

The way forward 
 

Here are a few ways to help unleash the power of geospatial data for children. Are you a… 

 

UNICEF regional or country office?  Potential geospatial data, talent or technology partner? 

Share your data experiences and what your office needs to make 

geospatial data work better. The Data for Action team can work with 

you to plan the most effective investments and way forward. Reach 

out to us via the Data Helpdesk (dataforchildren@unicef.org). 

 UNICEF needs your support – and a much larger team of 

geospatial advocates – to make this work scalable and sustainable. 

Let’s talk about opportunities to strengthen geospatial data work 

across the world. Reach out to Toby Wicks (twicks@unicef.org). 

 

 

Figure 1. Impact model of flooding resulting from potential Chagwa Dam 
failure, showing inundation and affected population and infrastructure in 
Zomba, Malawi 

Figure 2. Impact model of flooding resulting from potential Cahora Basso 
Dam failure, showing inundation, affected population and infrastructure 
in Tete, Mozambique 
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