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What would it take to establish a unified, dynamic social registry in support of poverty reduction in Zanzibar? 

Background 

What are dynamic social registries? 
Social registries are digital databases that contain demographic 

and socio-economic information about populations or specific 

groups within them. They function as standalone tools or as 

integrated platforms within broader social protection frameworks 

that encompass programmes like direct cash assistance, nutrition 

support, healthcare and educational services. When connected to 

other platforms, social registries offer a holistic perspective on 

community socio-economic conditions, enabling more informed 

policy decisions and more efficient resource utilisation and public 

service delivery (Khalfan et al. 2025). 

Over the past few decades, a growing number of countries have 

embraced the development of dynamic social registries to leapfrog 

operational constraints and to strengthen social protection 

systems, recognising them as vital tools for reducing poverty, 

promoting equality and building more resilient societies (Andrews 

et al. 2021). A well-developed dynamic social registry plays a vital 

role in the delivery of adaptive social protection programmes in 

environments where household welfare can change dramatically 

and abruptly due to shocks (Encinas et al. 2025). 

What is the situation in Zanzibar? 
Zanzibar’s population of approximately 1.9 million is growing at 

3.7% annually (Ministry of Finance and Planning et al. 2022). Its key 

economic sectors are exposed to climate shocks, and there is a 

significant need to continue making social investments to keep 

pace with population growth (Revolutionary Government of 

Zanzibar 2025).  

To date, Zanzibar's social protection has primarily been delivered 

through universally-targeted schemes focusing on the elderly 

(universal old age pension), poor households (conditional cash 

transfer) and social security (contributory pension and health 

insurance funds). Each flagship programme– Zanzibar Social 

Security Fund (ZSSF), Zanzibar Health Services Fund (ZHSF), 

Zanzibar Universal Pension Scheme (ZUPS), Tanzania Social Action 

Fund (TASAF) and social welfare support to vulnerable groups 

administered by the MoCDGEC – has its own independent way of 

defining a household, identifying eligible households, and capturing 

the related personal and socioeconomic data to determine the 

eligibility for the respective programmes. 

A single, dynamic social registry should reduce administrative 

duplication, improve benefit coordination, targeting and efficiency, 

and strengthen the government's capacity to monitor coverage and 

respond to need – essential support for advancing Zanzibar’s 

Development Vision 2050 (ZDV50).  

What does this briefing do? 
This briefing highlights the key elements of a blueprint for a 

Zanzibar Dynamic Social Registry (ZDSR), created by the Zanzibar 

Research Centre for Socio-economic and Policy Analysis (ZRCP) 

following one-to-one interviews and a high-level workshop with 

senior government officials and development partners. 
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What would it take to establish a unified, dynamic social registry in support of poverty reduction in Zanzibar? 

The briefing highlights the blueprint’s critical technical 

requirements, institutional arrangements, potential financial 

implications, five-year roadmap and other recommendations. 

Further information can be found in the full research study: 

Khalfan, T. M., Worthington, R., Rashid, R. S., Gaumond Lacerte, L. 

and Ali, A.-R. H. (2025). A blueprint for creating a Zanzibar dynamic 

social registry (ZDSR) to map and identify poor households. 

Challenge Fund, Data & Evidence to End Extreme Poverty (DEEP) 

programme. Working paper, Oxford Policy Management. 

https://doi.org/10.55158/DEEPCFWP1  

About the Challenge Fund 
The DEEP Challenge Fund supports nationally-led research that is 

designed to strengthen strategies and policies to end poverty. 

By working closely with steering committees in each country, 

Challenge Fund projects are chosen to reflect national priorities, fill 

current evidence gaps and move countries closer to tackling the 

root causes of poverty. 

The Ethiopia and Tanzania Challenge Funds awarded grants in 2024 

and the Bangladesh and Madagascar Challenge Funds in 2026.  

For further information, see: https://povertyevidence.org/challenge-

fund/ 

How to get in touch 
For all questions on the research and our work in this area, please 

contact: twahir.mohammed@zrcp.or.tz or 

contact@povertyevidence.org 

https://doi.org/10.55158/DEEPCFWP1
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What would it take to establish a unified, dynamic social registry in support of poverty reduction in Zanzibar? 

Key points 

 

1. A single, dynamic social registry would serve all of Zanzibar's current social protection programmes – Zanzibar Social Security 

Fund (ZSSF), Zanzibar Health Services Fund (ZHSF), Zanzibar Universal Pension Scheme (ZUPS), Tanzania Social Action Fund 

(TASAF) and social welfare support to vulnerable groups administered by the MoCDGEC – enabling them to draw on a shared, 

verified household database.  

2. According to the study, this should reduce administrative duplication, improve benefit coordination and efficiency, and 

strengthen the government's capacity to monitor coverage and respond to need.  

3. Crucially, a unified single system should also enable the accurate targeting of poor households across all programmes through 

better identification and profiling.  

4. The study’s blueprint for a unified Zanzibar Dynamic Social Registry (ZDSR) proposes a hybrid registration model: an initial mass 

enrolment in the highest-poverty districts using Office of Chief Government Statistician (OCGS) enumerators, satellite-derived 

dwelling identifiers and ZanID verification (unique identifier); and continuous on-demand updates through Shehia leaders (local 

government administrators), mobile apps and USSD channels. 

5. Establishing the ZDSR is estimated to cost around US$5.8 million; the initial data collection exercise will cost $4.75 million, and 

US$1.05 million for infrastructure and system development. The study projects that comparable efficiency gains from improved 

targeting and reduced duplication would significantly exceed the cost of building the system, though it acknowledges that a more 

detailed financial analysis should be conducted.  

6. Institutional clarity would be of primary importance in setting up a registry. The Zanzibar Civil Status Registration Agency 

(ZCSRA) is the recommended host institution. The OCGS would be the lead for poverty identification, and the Ministry of 

Community Development, Gender, Elderly and Children (MoCDGEC) would be the principal user. Amendments to the ZCSRA Act, a 

data protection officer and a cross-ministerial technical working group are important steps for implementation.
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What would it take to establish a unified, dynamic social registry in support of poverty reduction in Zanzibar? 

Why does Zanzibar need a dynamic 
social registry? 
Improving data on poor households and underserved communities 
● Zanzibar's current social protection programmes –ZSSF, ZHSF, ZUPS, TASAF and social welfare support to vulnerable groups administered 

by the MoCDGEC – currently operate separate, independently developed information management systems. 

● Currently there is no common identifier for households, individuals or geographic units. This means the same household can appear in 

multiple databases under different records – or fail to appear in any. Data cannot be reliably connected across administrative levels, 

programme impact cannot be tracked at the household level and duplicate registrations cannot be resolved. 

● The absence of a dedicated disability registry leaves people with disabilities underserved by programmes nominally designed to reach 

them.  

● Among the programmes currently underway, ZHSF’s Universal Health Insurance (UHI) is the most time-sensitive. ZHSF was established in 

2023 with a mandate to extend UHI to all residents, but enrolment remains limited to formal sector employees. Extending coverage to poor 

and vulnerable households requires identifying those who cannot afford premiums and directing subsidies to these households accurately. 

This targeting cannot currently be done reliably.  

● A single, dynamic social registry would enable all five current programmes to draw on a shared, verified household database, and would 

enable the accurate targeting of poor households across all programmes through better identification and profiling. 
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What would it take to establish a unified, dynamic social registry in support of poverty reduction in Zanzibar? 

Cost efficiencies                                                
 

● Inaccurate identification (inclusion and 

exclusion errors) and service delivery 

inefficiencies result in higher costs to 

implement programmes.  

● A unified and dynamic social registry 

would cater for immediate operational 

requirements but looking further ahead, 

the architecture could reasonably serve 

as the foundation for a wider integrated 

information management system that 

extends into education, agriculture and 

other key sectors.  

Figure 1: Key challenges derived from consultations 
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What would a blueprint look like? 
A dynamic model built for Zanzibar’s 

context 
Stakeholders consulted as part of the study consistently identified the 

limitations of periodic, census-style data collection and the need for a 

system that could maintain accurate, up-to-date records. A core contribution 

of the blueprint is the design of a hybrid registration model that combines an 

initial mass enrolment with continuous on-demand updating. 

Satellite-derived dwelling database and linked registry 

records 
Data collection could be conducted by trained OCGS field staff equipped 

with offline-capable tablets. A satellite-derived dwelling database should be 

completed for the selected pilot areas before pilot enumeration begins, and 

subsequently expanded nationwide as the ZDSR is scaled.This would 

directly address the current absence of a standardised building identifier, 

which was a challenge identified during fieldwork. ZanID verification would 

link registry records to civil registration data and enable the removal of 

duplicates across programmes.  

Figure 2: The flow of key data to be captured by the ZDSR 
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On-demand updates 
Following mass enrolment, on-demand 

updating would be carried out through 

Shehia leaders equipped with offline 

mobile apps, district-level service points 

co-located with government offices and 

multiple digital channels including USSD 

codes,1 web portals and WhatsApp 

chatbots. Integration with the Civil 

Registration and Vital Statistics (CRVS) 

system would provide near-real-time 

updates on births, deaths and changes in 

household composition.  

This combination directly addresses a well-

documented risk in comparable contexts. 

For example, Pakistan's National Socio-

Economic Registry, built through a large-

scale door-to-door survey, was considered 

outdated by 2015 despite still being in its 

data collection phase, precisely because it 

relied on a static, periodic model with no 

continuous updating mechanism. This 

eventually led to the transition to a dynamic 

registry in 2023 (Guven et al. 2024; Encinas 

et al. 2025). 

 
1 Unstructured supplementary service data (USSD) – a mobile phone service that allows users to access information or complete tasks by dialling short 
codes, without needing internet access. 

Figure 3: Dynamic updates to the ZDSR 
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The five-year roadmap 
 

● Year 1: Make the necessary legal and institutional arrangements to enable setup, 

establish the technical architecture and design the pilot, recruit the team, procure the 

necessary equipment and develop a minimum viable prototype. 

● Year 2: Initiate a pilot mass enrolment in the three districts with the highest poverty rates 

(North Pemba, South Pemba and North Unguja), integrate with relevant complementary 

systems, pilot on-demand registration, and launch the initial integration of subsidy 

eligibility for social assistance programmes. 

● Year 3: Scale to all 11 districts, deploy advanced system features and multi-programme 

integrations (social protection programmes, health and education sectors, and disaster 

response identification systems). 

● Year 4: Reach system optimisation and sustainability planning, align with mainland 

Tanzania’s unified social registry development. 

● Year 5: Focus on change management to influence behaviours and innovation, expand 

capabilities including AI-enhanced features, a citizen self-service portal, a comprehensive 

impact evaluation and alignment of registry indicators with Sustainable Development 

Goal reporting targets. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4: Roadmap of ZDSR 
Implementation 
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What would it take to establish a unified, dynamic social registry in support of poverty reduction in Zanzibar? 

Institutional arrangements 
● The study recommends a clear three-institution model: ZCSRA as host, OCGS as lead for poverty identification and MoCDGEC as the 

principal user. These roles align with each institution's existing mandate and avoid concentrating responsibility in a single agency.  

● Amendments to the ZCSRA Act are required to provide a legal basis for the registry and define data-sharing obligations. A data protection 

officer must be appointed under Tanzania's Personal Data Protection Act of 2022, and a cross-ministerial technical working group 

established to coordinate implementation.  

● The system should be built on open-source platforms compatible with Digital Convergence Initiative interoperability standards, enabling 

future integration with health, education and other government data systems (see: https://spdci.org/).  

Financing 
● The study estimates the cost of establishing the ZDSR at around US$5.8 million: US$4.75million for the initial data collection exercise 

(based on the per person cost of Zanzibar's 2022 population census (Ministry of Finance and Planning et al. 2022)) and US$1.05 million for 

infrastructure and system development, though it acknowledges that a more detailed financial analysis is required.  

● Based on evidence from comparable registries such as Turkey, where annual cost efficiencies are US$39 million against a development cost 

of US$13.1 million (World Bank 2018), the study projects that comparable efficiency gains in Zanzibar would significantly exceed the cost of 

building the ZDSR. Again, further detailed financial analysis is required.  

● A phased, multi-stakeholder financing model is recommended, combining core government funding with contributions from the World Bank, 

UNICEF, World Food Programme (WFP), German Agency for International Cooperation (GIZ), UK Foreign and Commonwealth Development 

Office (FCDO) and Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation. 

 

https://spdci.org/
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Recommendations 

Establish the legal and institutional 
foundation of the social registry 
The Revolutionary Government of Zanzibar would need to clarify 

institutional mandates before the technical implementation of any 

dynamic social registry started. This would include amending the 

ZCSRA Act so ZCSRA can host the ZDSR, updating the OCGS 

mandate for digital poverty assessment, and strengthening 

MoCDGEC’s role as the principal user and coordinator. Data 

protection rules, privacy-by-design standards, role-based access 

controls and data-sharing agreements should be established from 

the start. 

Invest in pre-registration data 
infrastructure 
• The satellite-derived dwelling database, which assigns a unique 

location identifier to every structure in Zanzibar, would need to 

be commissioned and completed before data collectors were 

deployed. This is essential because without it, household 

records cannot be geocoded, duplicate records cannot be 

identified, and the registry would reproduce the same structural 

weaknesses as existing programme databases.  

● ZanID integration would need to be scoped and agreed with 

ZCSRA from the outset, with clear protocols for handling 

residents who do not yet hold a ZanID number, particularly 

children.  

● The CRVS linkage for near-real-time birth and death 

notifications would need to be established at the pilot stage 

rather than retrofitted later. 

● The above elements are foundational and substantially cheaper 

and less disruptive to build in from the start than to add once a 

system is operational. 

Demonstrate domestic financial 
commitment  
● Sustainable international financing would require a credible 

commitment by the government. The first step would be to 

assess the fiscal space available within the budgetary system 

in terms of social security, health and public sector services.  

● A separate line-item budget would be recommended to indicate 

ownership of the ZDSR at the national level.  

Coordinate partner engagement 
● Development partners would need to be engaged through a 

coordinated, government-led approach to reduce fragmentation 

and ensure that external financing reinforces a single 

implementation plan rather than competing priorities.
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Data & Evidence to End Extreme Poverty 
DEEP’s mission is to build evidence, insights and solutions that help end extreme poverty globally. 

We aim to contribute to new global and national data and evidence that governments, decision makers, citizens and researchers can use to 

improve people’s lives and support the world’s poorest people in their efforts to escape extreme poverty. 

We are a consortium of the Universities of Cornell, Copenhagen and Southampton, led by Oxford Policy Management, in partnership with the 

World Bank’s Development Data Group and is funded by the UK’s Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office through its Global Research 

and Technology Development portfolio. 

 

Zanzibar Research Centre for Socio-Economic and Policy Analysis 
Zanzibar Research Centre for Socio-Economic and Policy Analysis (ZRCP) was established in 2021 as a multidisciplinary think tank dedicated 

to conduct cutting-edge research, policy analysis and technical assignments. The centre was founded to address the need for evidence-based 

policymaking to foster socio-economic development and inclusive economic growth in Zanzibar. 
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